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Sean-Paul Satire 


(1905-1980) 
virtually held 
court over French 
intellectual life for 
twenty years. He 
influenced writers, 
artists, social 
scientists, and 
political activists 
around the world. 


aM 


(NOT TO MENTION THE 
THOUSANDS OF UNIVERSITY 
STUDENTS AND DROP-OUTS IN 
SCORES OF COUNTRIES WHO 
SAT AROUND IN COFFEE 
HOUSES, DRESSED IN BLACK, 
THINKING MELANCHOLY 
THOUGHTS IN HIS NAME.) 


He put the name 


“existentialism” 


on the philogophical map, 
only to abandon existentialism for 


Marxism. 


THEN, FINALLY HE ABANDONED 
MARXISM TOO. 


A thorn in the side of the 
French government, he 
was 30 popular that, at 
his death, 50,000 people 
followed his funeral 
cortege through the 
streets of Faris. 


WHO WAS THIS 
MAN? 


Jean-Faul’s mother was a 
first cousin of Albert 
Schweitzer (1275-1965), the 
German theologian, mission- 
ary, and musicologist. 


Jean-Faul’s father died 
when Sartre was only a 
year old. His mother 
sought solace in her little 
son and concentrated all 
her attention on him. She 
moved back to her parent’s 
home, where Jean-Faul’s 
grandfather became a stern 
influence on him. When he was 
twelve years old his mother 
remarried. The spoiled “Foulou,’ as 
she had nicknamed him, experienced 
her marriage as a loss and a betrayal. 
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I mmediately 


afterward he decid- 
ed that God did not 
exist—though his 
grandfather and his 
stepfather definitely 
did exist. (Sartre 
spent the next 63 
years rebelling 
against them.) 


TAKE THIS 


IN YOUR FACE, 
STEPDAD / 


Unfortunately he was 
not a very good-looking 
kid. He was pimply, had 
a strabismus (a wan- 
dering eye) due to an 
illness when he was 
four years old, 


SP he was short—5 feet 3 
inches tall. (Nevertheless, 
that made him a half-inch 
taller than his father had 
been.) 


TN TR 
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AN, seventeen, Jean-Paul received his “baccalaureate” (an 
elite high school diploma) and began a six-year study at the 
Sorbonne for his “agrégation,” the exam that would be a ticket to 
an academic career in philosophy. 


Hey! IT coULDd'A 
BEEN WORSE.’ 


THE CLASS CoULD‘A 
BEEN BIGGER/ 


SURPRISINGLY, IN 1928 
HE FAILED HIS “AGREGA- 
TION,” COMING IN LAST 
IN HIS CLASS. 


GET RID OF THE 
BUN P 


Jean-Faul and Simone studied together for the 
“agrégation.” In the evenings they would go 
together to see cowboy films. Sartre got first 
place in the exam; de Beauvoir got second place. 


i, 1929, Sartre began eigh- 
teen months of obligatory mili- 
tary service. When he was dis- 
charged, he was offered a teach- 
ing job at a lycée (a type of 
state-run prep school for stu- 
dents selected to continue on 


to university) in Le Havre 
on the northwest coast 
\~ of France. De Beauvoir 
took a teaching job at a 
lycée in Marseilles on the 
southern coast. They 
managed to meet each 
other whenever they 
could. 


oH, OH! NoW You've 
DONE 1T. 


SS artre got very excited about the idea of being able to phi- 
losophize about his glass of beer, so in September of 1955 he 
went to Berlin to study the philosophy of Edmund Huseerl, the 
founder of “phenomenology.” (We'll talk about this philosophy 
shortly.) He returned to his teaching job the next year and began 
incorporating his newly-discovered phenomenological 
insights into his own writings. (In fact, in his novel 
Naugea, published in 1938, there is a phenomenologi- 
cal analysis of a glass of beer.) 


But beer was not the only 
source of Jean-Faul’s “highs.” In 
February of 1935, he had his 
first experience with the drug 


mescaline. 


IT MUST HAVE BEEN A “BAD 
TRIP” BECAUSE FOR THE NEXT 
YEAR AND A HALF | BELIEVED 
| WAS BEING CHASED BY A 
LOBSTER. 


But the peace ended on September 3, 1959, when France 
and Britain declared war on Germany. Sartre was re- 
inducted into the army. 


hip division was sent to Eastern France, where he worked 
in the meteorological service sending up balloons, testing the 
direction of the wind. 
However, the war inter- 
fered little with his own 
productivity: he began a 
big novel, The Age of 
Reason published in 
1945), and read the 
nineteenth-century 
Danish philosopher, 
Sgren Kierkegaard. 


HE NEVER SAW AN ENEMY 
SOLDIER UNTIL THE DAY HE 
WAS TAKEN PRISONER ON 
JUNE 21, 1940. 


In the prisoner of war 
camp, he washed rarely, 
didn’t shave, and devel- 
oped a reputation for 
being dirty. In these 
conditions he began 
writing a major philo- 
sophical work, Being and 
Nothingness (published 
in 1943). 


1O 


I n March 1941, he escaped from the Stalag, sneaked back to 
Faris, and returned to a teaching job that he had started there 
just before the war. With 
some other intellectuals 
he formed a resistance 

group called “Socialism 

and Liberty,” 


Bie 
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Sartre then contributed articles to underground newspapers, 
putting himgelf in some danger, and he wrote a play called The 
Flies,which contained a blatant anti-Nazi message. The play 
opened in June 194% and ran for forty performances. Even 
though uni- 
formed Nazis 
attended the 
play, it was not 
suppressed. 


pI 


nen Sartre was not writing, he was spending time in 
Parisian cafés with de Beauvoir and other writers and artists 
such as Albert Camus and Fablo Picasso. 


The ideas in his plays, novels, 
and philosophy books had 
struck a cord in Farisian intel- 
lectual life. Suddenly existen- 
tialism was in vogue and 


WHEN THE WAR FINALLY 
ENDED IN 1945, SARTRE 
FOUND HIMSELF A CULT 
FIGURE. 


, (Modern 
harlie 
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DURING THIS PERIOD HE FELL 
UNDER THE POLITICAL INFLU- 
ENCE OF THE PHILOSOPHER 
MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY 
AND BEGAN A RAPID MOVE 
TO THE LEFT. 


He abandoned his promised sequel 
to Being and Nothingness because 
he had “converted” (his word) to 
Marxism, yet he refused to join the 
French Communist Farty. 
Nevertheless, in the “Cold War” he 
aligned himself against the United 
States and with the Soviet Union, 
which he visited frequently. 


iy, Sartre's defense of the 
® U.S.5.R. caused a split 
- between him and his fellow 
existentialist, Albert Canius, 


YET SARTRE, TOO, WAS 
SHOCKED BY THE BRUTALITY 
WITH WHICH THE SOVIETS 
REPRESSED THE UPRISING 
IN HUNGARY IN 1956. 
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y the late 1950s, a new intellectual style called 
“STRUCTURALISM” was steal- 
ing the thunder from exis- 
tentialism, but Sartre was 
too deeply involved in his 
political projects to defend 
himself against structural- 
ism, and, in any case, he had 
moved further away from 
existentialism by then. In 
1960, he published Volume 
One of his Marxian work, The 
Critique of Dialectical 
ceaon tee eee" ane LEVSTUNSS, SEALS 

SARTRES THUNDER 
his earlier ideas, he was still 
influenced by them enough to try to rescue the individual and 
freedom from the kind of monolithic Marxism represented by 
Stalinism and the French Communist Farty. He promised Volume 
Two of the Critique in a year, and worked on a massive manuscript 
that he finally abandoned. (It was published in French in 1985, five 
years after his death.) 


IEE nevertheless 


continued his Leftist 


KILL SARTRE / 
KILL SARTRE / 


. political activities. 

a ee Pail ; Because he sided with 
p=6 the native Algerians in 
i A) 


the French war in 
Algeria, 5,000 army 
veterans marched down 
the Champs-Elysées 
chanting “Kill Sartre,” 


In 1964, Sartre was awa 
the Nobel Prize for liter 
which he rejected on political 
grounds. During the sixties he 
vigorously supported the 
Cuban Revolution (he finally 
broke with Fidel Castro in 
1971), and he joined the 92- 
year-old Bertrand Russell's 
tribunal to investigate 
American war crimes in 
Vietnam. 


ok, BUT REMEMBER, 
No MORE FREE CIGARS / 


When in 1968 the streets of Faris were filled with students in 
rebellion, Sartre supported the students ana, in fact, was blamed 
by the right-wing press for causing the revolt. He condemned the 
Conservative government of President de Gaulle for oppressing the 
young and attacked the French Communist Party for betraying 


what he thought was a true revolution. - 


THAT'S IT/ 


I'm NEVER WEARING 
A TIE AGAIN/ 


4“? he demonstrations in 


Faris marked a watershed 

in his life. He never wore a 

suit or tie again, not even 
on formal occasions. 

Se Despite supporting radical 
political groups throughout 


the seventies, by 1977 he 
was forced to say: 


I Am NG LONGER 
A MARXIST» 


During this decade, the abuse to 
which he had submitted himself 
during much of his life took its toll 
on his health. (He drank too much 
whisky, he smoked two packs of 
cigarettes a day, and he took 
drugs to “rev” himself up when he 
wrote philosophy.) 


His doctor threat- 
ened to amputate 
first his toes, then 
his feet, then his 
legs, if Sartre would 
not give up smoking. 
Sartre said he would 
consider it. By the 
end of his life he was 
almost blind. 


EMISTENTIALICN 


Despite the fact that In later life Sartre drifted away 
from exietentialigm, he established his first fame as 
an existentiallét, and it Is very likely that he will be 
best remembered for it. 


Many people claim that it cannot be defined, that 
it is more of a shared mood than an identifiable 
philosophy; and indeed those who have been called 
“existentialiste” certainly are a motley crew. 


18 


ie. example, there seems to be no religious or political common 
denominator. Sartre recognized two nineteenth-century thinkers 
as proto-existentialists, the Dane SOREN KIERKEGAARD (1813- 
1655) and the German FRIEDRICH 

NIETZSCHE (1844-1900). Yet the 
MA former was a deeply committed 

\ Christian and the latter a rabid 
atheist. 


ALMOST LITERALLY 
Wh RABID.” HE SPENT THE 
1 LAST YEARS OF HIS LIFE 
IN AN INSANE ASYLUM. 


The Spanish Basque philosopher 
WHAT TIME 4S IT? MIGUEL DE UNAMUNO (1864- 

3 O'CLOCK? THEN 1936) was a Catholic, or an athe- 
4 oa! e im? ist, or an agnostic, depending on 
a TE” gs what time of day you asked him. 


— 
Sg 6) 


THERE ARE NO 
CATHOLIC 
EXISTENTIALISTS 


Sartre's compatriot GABRIEL 


MARCEL (1889-1973) was calling 
himself an existentialist when the V7" 7 
Fope announced that there were no 


Catholic existentialists. 


FRANZ KAFKA (1883-1924) and MARTIN BUBER were Jewish and 
Fydor Dostoevsky (1821-1881) was Russian Orthodox. 


There is almost as much political divergence as there is religious 
variety among those who have been called “existentialists.” 


WHAT DAY 1S IT? 
TUESDAY? THEN TM 
A RIGHT-WINGER. 


With such amazing variation on 
these and other topics, how is a 
common denominator to be found 


that is strong enough to serve as 
a unifying definition? 


Ny) ow, we might say that in the case of artifacts, essence does 
indeed precede existence. Imagine the invention of scissors: 


Look WHAT I JvusT 
INVENTED. I WoNnDER 
WHAT 1T IS? 


Here, the IDEA of the thing 
precedes the actual creation 
of the object. (The opposite 
would be rare.) 


Also, notice that the VALUE of the 

object depends on how well the 

object conforms to its “idea” (to 
its function). 


THEYRE SCISSORS amnes that 
wont cut paper 


BUT THEY'RE MADE are BAD scis- 

OUT OF SPAGHETT/ sors; or per- 
Re HEY! NoTHINGS PERFECT \ Ba } haps they are 

; not scissors at 


ap al 


‘he could be said of nature, too, that its essence precedes its 
existence. 


———— 
IF YOU CAN DEAL WITH ALL 


THAT, THEN GO AHEAD AND 
GET A CAT. 


For example, you can be sure 
that a pregnant cat will give 
birth to a creature that will 
develop the following charac- 
teristics: tortures birds, 
brings dead mice to your 
kitchen, rips apart furniture, 
shows affection only at 


mealtime. 
38 


essence that 


(Mow 


stamps out 
according to individual 
Sartre, the humans like a 
Western philo- FAX cookie-cutter, 
sophical tra- |: or in the 
dition from sense that 
Socrates for- the idea of 
ward has = the human 
dealt the being exists 
same way in God's mind 
with humans, prior to 
believing that their “essence God’s creation (very much the 
precedes their existence’ — way in which the idea of the 
either in the sense that there — scissors existed in the mind of 
id some pre-existing Platonic the inventor). 


In this conception, humans, like scissors, are evaluated in 
terms of their correspondence to their essence. 
A human who does not meet the pre-estab- 
lished criteria is a bad human, or maybe not a 

human at all. But for Sartre, all this ended in the 
nineteenth century when Nietzsche announced the 
bad news (or for Nietzscne the good news): 
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Wy). could say, figuratively speak- 3 
ing, if there is no God, then there /AAyere 1s No HUMAN NATURE, 


is no idea in God’ mind to which ( SINCE THERE 1S No GOD 
the human must correspond. TO CoNCEIVE {TF 


Or, aS Sartre says: 


Each human being is alone, “aban- 
doned,’ and free. Each human 
being creates and re-creates his or 

her “essence” in every moment Eos, 
through his or her choices and 

actions. 


EXISTENCE 
PRECEDES 
ESSENCE 


If you belleve this, and “feel it in your bones,” 
you are an existentialist. 


86 


hh a certain sense, Sartre’s definition of 
existentialism simply radicalizes a view that 
is very common among most social scien- 
tists: that there are no instincts that 
cause specific actions. 


IN THIS WAY HUMANS 
ARE VERY UNLIKE CATS. 


In the case of behavior produced by 
true instincts, there are no alterna- 
tives. (Trap-door spiders must weave 
trap doors,and warblers must warble.) 
It is true that there are human bodily 
functions and reflexes that work on 
this model of necessity rather than on 
a model of freedom, but they never 
produce true human ACTIONS. 


Look, I voNT 
REALLY WANT To 
Do THIS, I CAN'T 
HELP MYSELF 


THINK OF THE 


Even biological “drives” like nutrition . 
and sex are not INSTINCTS, 
because the demands they make 
are met through culturally sanc- 
tioned actions involving intention 
and choice. 


There are always alternatives to — pygcujnG THE NUTRITIVE DRIVE 
anything that counts as a human 

action. As we will see, for Sartre, this is always true, even 

when we feel that there are no alternatives. 
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OF last point concerning Sartre's formula, “existence precedes 
essence’: It might seem that, according to this definition, an 
existentialist would necessarily be an atheist. 


YET WE HAVE SEEN THAT A 
NUMBER OF INDIVIDUALS 
WHO HAVE BEEN CALLED 
EXISTENTIALISTS ARE RELIGIOUS. 


Indeed, the acknowledged founder of existentialism, Sdren 
Kierkegaard, was a radical Christian. Of course, he did not deny 
that God existed, nor that humans were God's creation, but 

.. Kierkegaard 
claimed that a 
Ue belief in God 

A could only be 

i that—a belief, an 
article of faith 

_ grasped passion- 
ately, and never a 
scientific datum 
nor a logical 
deduction. For 
him, there was an 
“infinite abyss” 
between the 
human and God. 


32 


Fro had left us “in absolute isolation” (like Sartre’s abandon- 
ment): When we call out to God, we are greeted by a massive 
silence. For Kierkegaard, that silence is God’s presence. We are, 
says Sartre (paraphrasing Kierkegaard), like the jetsam and flot- 
gam left on the sandy beach, and the roar of the receding tide is 
like the silence that is God. 


THE JETSAM AND FLOTSAM ON LIFE'S BEACH 


In emphasizing our abandonment, and the freedom God has 
given us—and therefore our responsibility for ourselves— 
Kierkegaard is saying that, in turning to God, we are turning to 
our own freedom. 


Therefore, for Kierkegaard,too, human existence 
precedes its essence. 


PHENOMENOLOGY 


If the content of Sartre's early philosophy is called “existen- 
tialism,” its method is called “phenomenology.” |n fact, his 
maln work, Being and Nothingness (1943), ls subtitled, “An 
Essay In Phenomenological Ontalogy.” “Ontology” io the 
study of Being, of Reality, 


But what is PHENOMENOLOGY? 


Now THERES A 
MovTHFUL 


A (GEE 


It is the name of the technique that | 
employ, and you will have to come to grips 
with it before you can deal with the detail 
of my theory. 
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ee was the cre- 
ation of the German philosopher 
EDMUND HUSSERL (1859- 
1938), an older contemporary of 
Sartre whose ideas Jean-Faul 
studied in Germany. 


“4 * J, 
nes LO 


ff 


But before we can deal 
with Husgerl, we'll have to 
go back even further in 
time to Husser's ingpira- 
tion, the French philogo- Mon DIEU, 

pher RENE’ DESCARTES Re > 
(1596-1650), who inaugu- 
rates modern philosophy 
with his pronouncement 


30 


W.. that assertion, Descartes moved consciousness to 
center stage. Several implications follow from this move: 
Consciousness is that which 
Im Not suRé IVE is most certain. It cannot be 
doubted. (Even wondering if 
you have a mind proves that 
you do have one.) 


We know consciousness 
better than we know the 
physical world (because 
when we know material 
bodies, we know them 
through consciousness). 


TO KNOW THE PHYSICAL WORLD 1S REALLY TO 
KNOW YOUR OWN MENTAL EXPERIENCE .- 


From the fact that you think, 
you can deduce with certain- 
nae Me iene BY AN El ty that you exist. 


AN 12EusioN) 

ae MAYBE THE COMOLE UNIVERSE 
IS NoTHING BUT MY DREAM. MAYBE 
T HAVE No Body..... YET, 


EVERYTIME THAT I THINK THAT 


WE HAVENT 


f DécipeD YET IF 
HE'S A PHILOSOPHER 


OR A MADMAN « 
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WE ARE ONLY 
INTERESTED IN THE 


Dcocartes concluded, then, that all knowledge 


UNCONSCIOUS. 
would have to be derivable from the certainty of ee high 
consciousness, and all science would have to CONSCIOUSNESS. 


be built upon that certainty. 


This was an auspicious beginning for con- 
sciousness. Unfortunately, however, by the 
beginning of the twentieth century, things had 
not gone so well for consciousness. Freud 
had demoted it, 


CONSCIOUSNESS IS MERELY 


es FALSE CONSCIOUSNESS. 
Marx had trashed it’ 


WE DO NOT EAT THE FLESH OF PIGS 
BECAUSE JEHOVAH SAYS THE SWINE IS A 
FILTHY BEAST! 


on Wii | HE SAYS THEY 
and the new behavioristic PA ANNs DON'T EAT PORK 


BECAUSE PIGS 
psychology of John Watson MY Ys CAN'T BE HERDED 
(1878-1956), forerunner of rk ; Se ee 
B.F. Skinner, denied it existed Wi Cae me. 


at all. Indeed, even those psy- 
chologists who believed in it 
and looked for it (like Herman 
von Helmholtz [1821-1894}), 
had trouble finding 
it. 


CONSCIOUSNESS? CAN 
YOU SEE IT? MEASURE 
IT? WEIGH IT? PASS 
!T AROUND? THEN 
HOW DIFFERENT (S(T 


FROM SOMETHING 
THAT DOESNT EXIST AT 
ALL? 


B.F. SKINNER 
Po] 


Try this experiment: Quiz seven people about what they gee in 
their “mina’s eye” after hearing this sentence: 


“THE SOLDIERS CHARGED DOWN THE HILL LIKE A HERD 
OF STAMPEDING BUFFALO.” 


- 


re 


\ aT aK 
ty, é 


BUFFALO oN GRASS 


SoLDIER wITH BUFFALO HALF-SOLDIER HALF BoFFALO 


Yet all seven people understood the sentence. Therefore, say the 
critics of consciousness, 


what goes on in “consciousness” 
obviously doesn’t matter to “understanding.” 


BS 


ONLY 1 CAN HAVE 
B.. Edmund Hugeerl disagreed. | “” ites il 
What was needed, he thought, was a 
METHOD that would display the subjec- 
tive features of consciousness, as well as 
its objective structure. This, then, is 
what phenomenology is supposed to 


achieve. 


There are two stages 
in its development. The 
first simply involves a careful and detailed 
description of the way that the world pre- 
sents itself to consciousness in all of its 
textures, excesses, and subtleties. 


Its goal is the establishment 
of a pre-theoretical descrip- 
tion of the various acts of 
consciousness and their 
objects. It is pre-theoretical 
because it is meant to produce a 
DESCRIPTION of the various acts of 
consciousness, not a THEORY of con- 
sciousness. (Theories of conscious- 
ness always contain references to 
purely theoretical entities not actually 
present in consciousness, such as 
Freud’s “unconscious,” or the neu- 
rons and synapses in theories 
about how the brain causes con- 
sciousness. ) 


WAIT A MINUTE! IF IM 
NOT CONSCIOUS OF THE 
UNCONSCIOUS, How Do I 
KNOW THAT IT EXISTS? 
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NOT TONIGHT, 
DEAR, YOU HAVE A 
HEADACHE. 


I. is meant to be 
assumption-tree, 
because assumptions 
are things presupposed 
by conscious states, but 
not in conscious states. 


THINK HOW MANY ASSUMP- 
TIONS THERE ARE BEHIND 
EVERY MENTAL STATE. 


DENK ICH, DAFOR 


BIN 1cH For example, as a colle to 


her class, she assumes but does not con- 
sciously think that everyone else in the 
class will be wearing clothes, that the pro- 
fessors and the students 
will face each 
e other, and be 
‘Xj speaking English 
rather than, say, 
Yiddish. 


ee, 
LE 


This goal of disposing | 
with assumptions is 
achieved by what 
Husgerl calls a “phe- 
homeénological suspen- 
gion, or “bracketing,” 
or using a Greek word 
related to “suspen- 


/ 99 


sion’—an “epocheé. 


(To see something as a pen is 
to see it for writing. To see 
gestures is to interpret them 
as friendly or menacing.) 


S wHat’s THis Gor 
TO DO WITH 


T.. aim is to achieve something as close to an “innocent eye” 
as is possible, which is perhaps why children are more naturally 
“phenomenological” than adults. 


GET YOUR HEAD 
IN THE CAR 


(For example, kids often THIS INSTANT / 


enjoy hanging their head 
out of the car window just 
to watch the broken line 
in the road appear to rush 
at them like blasts from a 


ray-gun.) 


JOHN, WRY ARE YoU STARING 
AT youR CHEERIOS ? JORN, 
WHATS THE MATTER? JOHN! 


We can perform an epoché 
on any conscious experi- 
ence, bracketing it, 
describing it in detail while 
trying to make as few 
judgments and have as few 
assumptions and expecta- 
tions as possible. 


| DON'T GET 
THIS STUFF 
ABOuT THE 
“Big HAND’ AND 
THE “LITTLE 
HAND? Do You? 


No. ITS SURE A 
WASTE OF A PERFECTLY 
G9OD PAPER PLATE. 


If we bracket our conscious- 
ness of TIME, we discover, 
according to Huseerl, that 
time is experienced at two lev- 
els—"clocked” time and “lived” 
time. The former is a cultural 
overlay that we must teach to mC 
our children, and into which we, a WS 

as adults, become absorbed. ih ii. oe 
B30) 


I DoN'T KNOW. 
LET ME CHECK. 


ARE You 
HUNGRY ? 


The latter is 
time as it is 
actually experi- 
enced prior to 

any accultura- 
tion or abstrac- 
tion. We discover 
that at the level 
of “lived time” 
there is an eternal 


Z this is the way 


See infants and children 


———s 


we force “clocked 
time” on them. 


RECALL THE WONDERFULLY LONG WARM 
SUMMER AFTERNOONS OF CHILDHOOD 
PLAY, INTERRUPTED ONLY BY MOMMY'S 
g CALL THAT IT WAS TIME TO GO IN. 


Similarly, the phenomenological analysis 
of SPACE reveals that beneath 

“mapped space” there is “lived space” — 
a ubiquitous HERE relative to which 
everything else is THERE in various 
degrees of “thereness.” In fact, accord- 
ing to Husgerl, the HERE/NOW experi- 
ence is the phenomenological grouna- 
zero of all consciousness. Husgerl tried 
to derive a “pure ego,” an “absolute self” 
from the phenomenological study of pure 
consciousness-very much as Descartes 
had deduced selfhood from conscious- 
ness three hundred years earlier with his 
“COGITO ERGO. SUM.” 39 


DARLING, I Love TO BE 
WITH YoU 


BuT You ARE 
Suc! (OVER 


THERE 


In this short book of 1937, Sartre uses the phenomenologl- 


cal method to inspect consciousness, but he reaches 
results quite distinct from those of Edmund Huseer!, Lat us 


start by defining two of Sartre's phenomenological terns: 
unreflected corisciousness ahd reflected consciousness. 


UNREFLECTED conscious- 
ness is the consciousness 
of everyday life. | walk down 
the street heading for the 
street-car stop. | notice 
that the spring leaves are 
starting to come out on the 
trees; | see some attractive 
pedestrians; | gaze in the 
shop windows; | see a neck- 
tie that | like. Here the 
objects of my consciousness 
are the trees, the people, 
and the tie. Sartre says 
there is no “I” in this unre- 
flected consciousness. 


As | turn the corner, | am 
shocked to see that | have 
missed the street-car, 
which is disappearing down 
the tracks. | look at my 
watch and realize that | 
have forgotten to wind it 
AGAIN! | become angry with 
myself and thinking of my 
own stupidity. Now | am 
thinking about my own 
thinking. These thoughts 
about myself Sartre calls 
REFLECTED consciousness. 


Here the SELF can be found in consciousness, but only here, and 

only 30 long as | remain in reflected consciousness. The moment | 

am distracted again and | am back in unreflected consciousness, 
| am no longer aware of my self. 


The point of this distinction is to show that Descartes was 
wrong, as was Huseserl after him. The “I am” does not follow from 
the “I think.” There 

is no self in 

thought 

except in 

reflected con- 
sciousness. But 
reflected consciousness 
is actually more rare 
than unreflected con- 
sciousness. Ferhaps 
Descartes should 
have said, “| think, 
therefore there are 
thoughts.” 


| than finding an “absolute Q 


ego” in consciousness, as Husserl —(# 
had done, Sartre finds an absent |, 
self. Consciousness, he says, is 

“an impersonal spontaneity,” 
created ex nihilo (out of 
nothing), a tireless creation 
that overflows the self. 


NX The self cannot cope with this 
> “monstrous spontaneity,” and 
searches for something like the 
Freudian unconscious to blame 
it on. But we do not need to 
invent an unconscious to 
explain these disruptions. They 
are parts of consciousness— 
but parts that we try to dis- 
guise from ourselves because 
they terrify us. 


“In fact,” suggests Sartre, 


“PERHAPS THE ESSENTIAL 
ROLE OF THE EGO IS TO MASK 
FROM CONSCIOUSNESS ITS 
VERY SPONTANEITY.” 


if this is so, it will prove to be very 
difficult for Sartre to character- 
izé a truly authentic self - a self 
in “good faith” as he will call it. 
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T. illuminate this feature 
of consciousness, Sartre 
tells us about a patient of 
the psychologist Fierre- 
Marie Janet: “A young 
bride was in terror, when 
her husband left her alone, 
of sitting at the window 
and summoning the 
passers-by like a prosti- 
tute.” This young woman, 
perhaps angry at her new 
husband's inattention, may have thought to herself, “| can have 
any man | want simply by beckoning him from my window.’ She is 
terrified by the possibility that has just entered her mind—terri- 
fied that she might act on that possibility. 


a? This “psychasthenic ailment,” 
Sartre calls it, is actually 
y 4%, % only an exaggeration of the 
, “Ze 2 normal condition of the mind, 
., Pecause con- 
“i SClOUSNESS IS 
a 
vertigo of 
possibility,’ demonstrat- 
ing that we are “mon- 
strously free.” 


are 
—— ea 


MONSTROUS FREEDOM a 


Think of the time _ he approaches 


you were dri- you, you think, 
ving at night “| could drive 
intherain # right into 

on a nar- the #!*¢18_.” 
row, dan- As you think 
gerous this suicidal 
road fac- thought you 
ing occa- suddenly 
sional grip the 
oncoming steering wheel 
traffic. One ; hard. WHY? To 
car coming at you prevent yourself 
has on its high beams. You from driving into him! You are 
“flash” your beams, but the experiencing “the vertigo of 
other driver doesn’t lower his. possibility”’—your own “mon- 
You are nearly blinded by his estrous freedom” and you are 


lights, and you are furious. As terrified by it. 
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— imagines Adam 
in the Garden of Eden. 


Even though he is innocent 
and happy, there is a slight 
shadow cast over his con- 


tentment. But he cannot 
Dy detect the source of his 
biy 5 disquietude. At last every- 
Ay 
ne) 


we. 


Fag. 
1 >A 
4 } ff} : 
H OU 
q 


N 
=) 
thing comes to a head when 
~~ God commands Adam not to 
S\N ea 4 eat from the tree of knowl- 
\" a” ity, edge. Ferhaps it had not even 
crossed Adam’s mind to do so, 
but once God prohibits him from 
doing it, Adam knows he can do it (that 
is, he is free to do it); and once he knows he can do it, he 
knows he MAY do it, and in 
fact that he probably 
WILL do it. So, for 
Kierkegaard “original 
gin” is simply the 
dread or anxiety of 
Adam when he con- 
fronts his own free- 
dom—a dread each 
of us must experi- 
ence when we con- 
front our freedom. 


THE FRUIT OF 
THIS TREE / 
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This theory is confirmed for Sartre by 
phenomenology, which also discovers 
that the anguish in th 


In Sartre's novel of 1938, Nausea, his “hero,” Roquentin, is 
riding on a Erolley car He is staring out the window across 
from him, Suddenly he lowes the cortiext of his situation 
as the buildings outside rather than the streetcar seen to 
be moving, This provokes an epoche-like experience that ter- 
rifles Roquentin, He tests his hand 

on the seat, but it feels allen to 

hit), He feels not the seat, but 

its existence, He pulls his hana 

baok hurriedly, he has to tell 

himself that it ls a seat— 

that it was made for peo- 

pla to sit on. He tries to 

stabilize hia experience 

with language. He says, “It's 

a S5éat),,, But the word stays 


on my lips: it refuses to go 
and put itself on the thing.” 


Roquentin says that the seat 
that he is sitting on might 
just as well be the bloated 
belly of a dead donkey. 
Language hag failed him. He 
says, Things are divorced 
from their names.... | am in the 
midst of things, nameless 
things. Alone, without words, 
defenseless, they surround me, 
are beneath me, behind me, 
above me.” 


G0, another occasion in Nausea, Roquentin records in his diary 
an experience he had earlier while sitting on a park bench staring 
at the root of a chestnut tree: 
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B.... says Koquentin, when he had used the verb “to be,” it 
had designated nothing. When he had said, “The sea is green,” 


or, “That speck up there is a seagull,” the verb named an empty 
category. 


Try thi 


Concepts name 
what all mem- 
bers of a class 
have in common. 
Therefore, they 
are always 
abstractions. But what Roquentin has discovered is 
that “existence” is not a concept. It is never abstract, 
but is always concrete. 


SEAGULL 


EXISTING SEAGULL 


THEREFORE BEING CANNOT BE 
THOUGHT; IT CAN ONLY BE 
ENCOUNTERED. 
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S orice view is that we 
never, or hardly ever, con- 
front reality (Being-in- 
itself) directly, but only 
through the medium of 
human institutions, which 
in fact. camouflage rather 
than reveal reality. Human 
thought is in fact usually 
about thought. It is a sys- 
tem of infinite self-refer- 
entiality, unequipped to 
refer beyond itself to real 
existence. It is for this reason that 
Sartre has Roquentin say that the 
word “existence” designates nothing. 


AB 


ow, What has 
happened in the 
case of Roquentin is 
that “the world” of 
language, institu- 
tions, and justifica- 
tions has suddenly 
collapsed as if 
sucked down a drain 
hole, and Roquentin, 
in this spontaneous 
epoché, suddenly 
confronts Being-in- 
itself, denuded of all 
artificial camouflage. 


This ig not a purely positive experience. Roquentin writes: 


“And then all of a sudden, there it was, clear as 

day: existence had suddenly unveiled itself. It 

had lost the harmless look of an abstract category: it 

was the very paste of things...the diversity of things, 

their individuality, was only an appearance, a veneer. This 
veneer had melted, leaving soft, monstrous 

masses all in disorder—naked, in a frightful, 

obscene nakedness.” 


4D 


Sitting in his hotel room ~«<s"" SUPERFLUITY of all Being, 


meditating on his expe- J#l — including his own, which he 
rience in the park, we »/ suddenly experiences as “in 
Roquentin ey iy excess,’ an unneeded 
arrives at y _ addendum. But it is not 
several + just his own being 
philosophi- y \ @ ~< , that is superflu- 

cal insights. 3 ous— it is 

The first A . the whole of 

is the N 4 existence. 


This is not relative 
absurdity, but 
ABSOLUTE absuraity. 
(Most absurd things 
are absurd only rela- 
tive to their context. 
A clown’s antics are 
absurd in relation to 
the seriousness of 
everyday life. An 
absurd sentence is 
absurd only relative to 
the rest of language. 
But Being, as 
Roquentin has 
encountered it, is 
ABSOLUTELY 
ABSURD.) 

ov 


2e 


AN IMPOSSIBLE SQUARE ANOTHER |MPOSSIBLE 
SQUARE 


In his epoché, Roquentin has discovered the CONTINGENCY of all 
being. “Contingency” is the opposite of “necessity.” The idea of a 
square having four equal sides is logically necessary. Any other 
idea of a square is logically impossible. But it is logically possible 
to conceive of the whole universe as empty. Now, in fact the uni- 
verse is not empty, but that fact is a contingent fact. 


This “contingency” of being—its “superfluous- 
ness, raises the metaphysical question 
posed so clearly by the seventeenth-century 
&, German rationalist philosopher GOTTFRIED 


LEIBNIZ. 


WHY 1S THERE SOMETHING 
RATHER THAN NOTHING? 


In order to answer his question, Leibniz 
had developed his “Principle of Sufficient 
Reason,” which says, “For anything that 
exists, there must be some reason why it 
exists, and why it exists as it does.” 

$1 


BE 


or Leibniz, this ge a ie | 


principle was the cea TIM ee 
criterion of ratio- Lt yas uy a 
nality. Anybody . ee 
j j WHY ARE rov N 

who on 7 DANGLING. From 
principle simply The BRIDE 
declares himeelf feat 

ie smakiné ” F 
to be irrational. CRACKER, caEARG 

i NOTHING. BU 

So, take an exam he 


ple like the fact 
that my keys are 
on the table. 


WHY 


are they there? 
Because | placed 
them there. 


WHY? 


Because | plan to 
enter my locked 
office after writing this chapter. 


WHY? 


In order to pick-up my briefcase and go home. 


WHY? 


In order to... Again, every moment of being is explained by 
referring to some other moment of being on which the 
former is dependent. 


Ye 


Gp Wa 
/ ZY 
7 


~ i NY 


S 


t NS ors 
WL \aiee: 
\ \ NS Ww 


Wl 


as 1 


And how far does this chain of explanation reach? For 


Leibniz, there are only two possibilities: 


EITH ER every chain of contingent 


being finally terminates in some NECESSARY being (a being which 
could not NOT exist—that is, a God), and that being anchors 
and is responsible for the meaning of all being .... 


every chain of contingent being is infinite—in 
which cage every state of being is explained by another state of 
being, which in turn is explained by yet another state of being, 
and 50 on ad infinitum. In this case, according to Leibniz, there is 
never any real explanation of anything, only infinite deferral of 
meaning... 


Because the human mind cannot 
accept utter absurdity, Leibniz 
asserts that there must be a God 
who bestows meaning on the whole 
of the history of being. Without 
such meaning, life would be too 
horrible to bear. 


Can... human mind deal with the idea of an absurd uni- 
verse? Sartre believes that only the cowardly mind cannot do so, 
and he believes that such a mind posits God to relieve the anxi- 
ety provoked by the == 

thought of a meaningless ci 
universe. But this belief is 
posited in “bad faith,” 
according to Sartre. 
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All OF THIS IS WHAT 
ROQUENTIN HAS 
DISCOVERED IN THE PARK. 


Sartre's existentialism tries to reveal to human consciousness 
its strength and courage to accept the absurdity of existence, 
and its capacity for creating meaning in a meaningless world. 
Sartre develops these ideas in his massive work of 1943... 
BEING AND NOTHINGNESS. 


Phenomenology asks this question 


HOW DOES THE HUMAN 
BEING STAND IN RELATION 
TO THE WORLD? 


Taking his cue from the Gernian 

philosapher MARTIN HEIDEGGER, 

Gartre agserts that this question con- 

tains its own answer—that Is, the rela- 

tion “Human-ta-World” IS that of a 

question. I all af thelr actions, people 
Whenel sit ona pose questions to reality arid ale 
anawered back “Yes” or “No,” 


chair, | am asking, 
“Will | be support- 
ed?” When reality 
answers “Yes,” it 

reveals its “being” 
to us. 


When it answers “No,” it 
reveals its “non-being,’ 
its “nothingness.” 
(Remember, the title of 
Sartre’s main work is 
Being and Nothingness.) 


et 


—_— explicates this idea by giving us a phenomenological 
account of arriving late at a café,where he has agreed to meet 
his friend, Pierre. 


He describes the café as he enters: 


“The caté by itself with its 
patrons, its tables, its 
booths, its mirrors, Its light, 
its smoky atmosphere, and 
the sounds of voices, rattling 
saucers, and footsteps 
which fill it,” and he says,"“the 
caté is a fullness of 


being....we seem to have 
found fullness everywhere.” 


There is an important 
distinction in phenome- 
nology between FIGURE 
and GROUND. 


“Figure” is that feature 
of the field of percep- 
tion on which you focus 
your attention. 


“Ground” is the back- 
drop or foreground to 
“figure.” 


Nothing is naturally either figure or ground. You 
create something (for example, a glass on the 
table) as “figure” by bestowing your attention 
upon it, and thereby you create the table as 
“ground.” Then, aS you move your attention from 
the glass to a napkin, the napkin “leaps for- 
ward” as figure, and the glass slips into the 
ground. 


Now, as 
Sartre 
scans the 
café for 
Pierre, dit- 
ferent peo- 
ple and 
objects offer 
themselves up as “figure, but each 
proves not to be Pierre, 50 they 
slide back into the “ground” as 
Sartre moves his attention to 
another part of the café. 
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iy his fear is confirmed: 
“FIEKREIS.NOT HERE. 


were jam- pack 
being containing no™ 
holes, if we were like 
insects trapped in a 
drop of amber, then 
freedom and action 
would be impossible.) 


Without these discontinuities there would only be universal 
DETERMINISM (every event would be rigidly caused by an earlier 
event, in turn caused by an earlier event,and so on to infinity), 
and no true action could exist, only reflexes, only effects. 


AS we saw, the phenomeno- 
logical epoché revealed that, 
in’ terms of “livad time,” we 
exist in ah etertial present, 


(In Lewis Carroll's Through the 
Logking Glass, the Queen 
offere Alice a job with a 
Salary of "jam every other 
day,” then she tells Alice that 
she can't aotually ever have 
the jarh, even if she earns It. 
“It’s jan every other day.” The 
Queen declares, “Today isn't 
any other day, you know.” 
Phenomenologically, she's 
right. It hever is any other 
day. It's always today.) 


But we experience the present 
as eternally flowing out of the 
past and inte the future. 


What is our relationship to these 
impossible places (the past and the 
future), according to Sartre? .<7— 


Keep in mind that for the determinist there is a continuity of 
strict causality between the past and the present and between 
the present and the future. The past necessarilly causes the pre- 
sent, which in turn necessarily causes the future. Therefore, for 
the determinist, freedom is impossible. 


For example, for 

. Freud, an event in 
my childhood, 
whose memory 

is locked in my | 
unconscious, 
. Can cause 
= my neu- 
rotic behav- 
ior as an adult. Or for 
Okinneér, all of our present acts 
are the effects of past conditioning. 


Jartre denies all of this. Being-for-itself is separated from its past 
by a nothingness. It is true that the past has “FACTICITY” That is, 
there are certain facts in the past that one cannot change. (|, for 
example, was born in San Jose, California, and | can't do anything to 
change that fact—a heavy burden!) But nothing in the past can 
CAUSE me to do anything now. There is nothing that can be consid- 
ered a human action (as opposed to reflexes or bodily functions) that 
follows necesgarily from the past. 


SEPARATED FROM 
MY PAST BY A 
NOTHINGNESS 


Gl 


sk understand the sense in which FAC- 
TICITY cannot be the cause of any 
action, consider this Sartrean kind of 
example: A group of friends on vacation 
go for a day hike in the Alps. Halfway 
to the mountain top which is their ae 
goal, they turn a bend in the path and | 7 
find their way blocked by a huge boul- [x 
der that has fallen in such a manner 
that it cannot be dislodged and 
cannot be circumvented. The first 
hiker’s stomach sinks in disap- 
pointment. “That's it,” he says, 

“The hike’s over!” From Sartre’s point of 
view, this person has chosen the facticity 
of the boulder as an insurmountable 
obstacle and chosen himself as 
defeated. A second hiker begins pho- 
tographing the rock, excited by its 
sublime power and by the beauty of 
the landscape framing it. She has 
chosen the boulder as aesthetic object 
and chosen herself as a recorder of 
beauty—that is, as an artist. A third 
hiker examines the boulder scientifically, 
noting its mineral composition and the 
impact of its recent fall on the path. For 
her, this boulder is a motive for scientific 
Study and is the occasion for her to 
act as a scientist. The 

fourth hiker says, 


“There’s got to be % 

a way around HE HAS CHOSEN 

this thing,” el BOULDER’S 
FACTICITY AS A 

alii lle CHALLENGE AND 

lll al dalil HIMSELF AS HERO. 

ments to : 


iy 
overcome the ti, 
obstacle. 


The determinist argues that 


meaning available; we are never 


there must be something in the confronted with only one possi: 


past of each of these hikers 
that determined their 
response. Sartre 

denies this. There 


of the rock is 

undeniable, but 

each person 

chooses the MEAN- 

ING of that facticity 

for him or herself. Because 
facticity in itself is meaning- 
less, the source of the meaning 
is a decision on the part of the 
individual. There are always 
alternative interpretations of 


ble choice. There is always the 
most radical choice of 
all—the choice of 
death. A hiker 


is nothing in might decide 
the facticity NOT ANOTHER that the boul- 
of the past BOULDER / der’s pres- 
of any of 7 ence is so 
the hikers, I can't take jt depressing 
nor in the anymore . that he 
facticity ; cannot go 
of the on living. 
boulder, This 
that would of 
necessi- course 
tates be an 
any par- ABSURD 
ticular response 
response to the 

to the boulder’s 
boulder’s facticity, 
presence. but its 

For Sartre, mere possi- 
the facticity % bility shows 


Sartre that all 
other responses 
were chosen as 
alternatives to 
death. If you did not kill 
yourself this morning (and 
apparently you didn't) then you 
chose an alternative to death... 
and you are responsible for 
that choice and for its conse- 
quences. 


os 


Let us now return to the human stance regarding the past. 


There is, as we said, factic- 
ity in our past (as there 
was in the boulder), but 
because there is nothing- 
ness between us and our 
past, the past cannot 
cause the present; we 
must determine the mean- 
ing our past has for us. If | 
am born with big feet (or 
born short, or in an Irish 
Catholic family, or with a 
stiff knee), it is | who 
decide the MEANING (of 
my “vertical challenge,” or 
of my Irishness, or of my 
disability). 


THESE ARE THE 
MOST !MPORTANT 
THINGS ABovT ME. 


My big feet may prevent me 

from becoming a ballerina, and ™~ 
my lrishness may keep me from 
becoming a Watuai king, but the 
meaning of these facts, too, 
derives from me alone. 
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The self is related 
-_ to its past some- 
mudDday / what the way 
nations are related 
to their past. 
Certain events (real 
or fictitious) are 
chosen as being 
definitional, are 
called “HISTORY” 
and are then incor- 
porated into the 
ey present perhaps 
Rests; the way the state 
Van Lois) Wey), of Israel has treat- 
ae €d the heroic suici- 
dal stand of the 
Zealots against the 
Roman legions at 


Masada in the year 73 
AD, or the way the French 
trace their nationhood to 
the Emperor Charlemagne 
(even though he was a 
German!). Americans choose 
the Gettysburg Address 

as definitional, or, more 
suspiciously, George 
Washington's inability 
to lie, or his ability 

to stand up in a 
rowboat while cross- 
ing the Delaware in a 
battle. 
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In fact, think of how 
much history is written 
in terms of Great River 
Crossings. (Caesar 
crossed the Rubicon, 
Attila crossed the Fo, 
Charlemagne crossed 
the Ebro, Emperor 
Charles | crossed the 
Elbe, Fatton crossed the 
Rhine.) 


Thére is nothing particularly signifi 
cantin a river crossing (any more 
than there would be in Great 
Steppings in Dog Foor); rather, the 
significance comes frorr the sym- 
bolisim of these everibs. (Caesars 
crossihg the Rubicon statids for his 
defiance of the democratic qoverni- 
rent It Korie.) Callittg an event 


Wi 


WAS 


symbolio is te intbue it with a 
triéaning thal goes beyond ite mera 
fachicity. ti would be possible to 
ascribe other maanings to those 
coy events, (What # George Washington 
had lost the War of independence? 


ae 


What if Charlemagne had converted 
to Islam? Caesar hacl dvawneel?) 


The same is True of the meaning 


Zs individuals ascribe Lo thalr own 
OBB past 


Then why is it that 
most people act in 
such predictable 
ways? 


Why does the hiker 
who chose himself 
as defeated always throw in the towel early? Why does the “hero- 
ic’ hiker see all obstacles as challenges? According to Sartre, 
most people choose an aspect of their past, then project it into 
the future as part of themselves, and then 
claim that because of this feature of their 
personality, they have no choice but to behave 
as they do. 


YA WANNA Go 
ON A DATE? 


(I gay to you, “I gure think Suzy is nice.” You say, 

“Ask her to go to the movies with you.” | say, 

“Naw, women don’t like me.’ You ingist. “Go on! 1B) G 
Ask her! You've got nothing to lose.” | reluctantly \(- 

agree. “Hi Suzy,” | say in a lackluster monotone, 

“Ya don’t wanna go out, do ya?” When she 

declines, | say to you, “See? Women don’t like 
me.” Sartre calls this “BAD FAITH.”) 


Oks 


Sartre talks of the gambler “who has 
freely and sincerely decided not to 
gamble anymore and who, when he 
approaches the gaming table, sud- 
denly sees all his resolutions melt 
away.” According to Sartre, it is not 
the case that this man’s past is 
forcing him to gamble; to the con- 
trary, the gambler faces a rupture 
with his past—with the past resolu- 
tions he has made and with the self 
that he was when he made them. A 
“nothingness” has come between him 
and his past. He experiences this 
nothingness as anguish. 


that month. Anguish is 
the fear of not finding 
, myself at that appoint- 
YY ment, of no longer even 
“4 wishing to be there.” 
Sartre’s formula for our 
relation to the future is 
this: “I am the self 
which | will be, in the 
mode of not being it 
This formula includes 
within it the nothing- 
ness that separates 
me from my future self. 
There is nothing | can 
do now that guarantees 
that my future self will 
obey the resolutions | 
ety derives from make today or will hold 
the realization the values to which | 
that | am not | AWAIT MYSELF IN THE FUTURE. now subscribe. “Good 
now the self faith” (and existential 
that | will be. Ao Sartre says, “| await courage) must somehow involve a 
myself in the future, where | make an recognition that all of this is true, 
appointment with myself on the other and a willingness to embrace this 
side of that hour, of that day, or of future and the anguish it entails. 


The anguish 
that we can 
experience facing J 
the future is 
even more 
extreme than 
that which we 
experience 
regarding the 
past—precisely 
because there is ; 
no facticity MW 
there. The future # 
is yet to be con- 
structed, and it 
is | who must 
construct it. 
Part of the anxi- 


” 
° 
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Sartre has defined freedom 
as “a pertnanent structure 
of the hUrnan being,” and 
has slaliéd that anqulah 


eS 
\ manifests freedorn. 


IF THIS IS TRUE, 
THEN WHY DON’T WE 
CONSTANTLY FIND 
OURSELVES EXPERI- 
ENCING ANGUISH? 


Sartre admits that the actual experience of anguish is rare, and 
answers this question by explicating a typical early morning 
activity—that of responding to the ringing of the alarm clock. 
The ringing is the invitation to begin the day. It announces the 
possibility of my going to work, says Sartre. But | perceive it not 
as a possibility, rather as a necessity. | must get up, dress, eat, 
because | must earn the money to pay for the food | eat at 
breakfast so | can go to work. [!] 


You ARE HEREBY 


INVITED TO commeNc 
YOUR DIURNAL PERAMBULA TIONS 


Getting 
caught up in 
these “necessi- 
ties” distracts me 
from the truth that none of *- 
this is really necessary — 
except as relative to goals | choose. 


7... allow me to ignore the 
possibilities of refusal of work, 
of action, or life itself. Sartre 
gays, “In short, to the 
extent that | apprehend 
the meaning of the ring- 
ing, | am already up at 
its summons; this 
apprehension guaran- 
tees me against the +4 
ey Wes ‘Db 
anguished intuition fg 
that it is | who con- 
fer on the alarm its exi- 
gency—| and | alone.” 


Let us pause to ask ourselves, 


WHAT IS AN ALARM 
CLOCK? 


Think of the story of the 
anthropologist who has 
arranged to travel with a 
pygmy tribe through the 
Congolese rainforest. He must 
travel lightly, but he asks the 
pygmy chief for permission to 
take his Polaroid camera with 
him on the trek. 
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T.. chief has never seen a camera, so the anthropologist 
needs to explain it to him. He decides to demonstrate the cam- 
eras ability by taking the chief's picture and instructs the chief, 
“Stand there.” This is a mistake. The chief takes offense. He is 
the CHIE, after all. A chief may tell others where to stand, but 
nobody tells the chief where to stand. The anthropologist apolo- 
gizes, then makes his second mistake. He tells the chief to smile. 
But pygmies smile when they are happy, or when they find some- 
thing funny. They do not smile when they are ordered to do so. 
Certainly pygmy chiefs don’t do so. 


a 
? ee Finally, the anthro- 
_ BK- pologist manages 
MA by to take the pic- 

Mie bure. Triumphantly 
J -< YG he shows it to the 
“ "4 ~~ chief, but the pygmy 

seems relatively unim- 
pressed. “What is it?” he 
asks. “It is you,” says the 
anthropologist. Once again, 
the chief takes offense. The 
chief is not two-dimensional, 
four inches by four inches, 
detached from his body, sur- 
rounded by a white frame, 
smelling of chemicals. But the anthropologist persists. “You have 
two nostrils,” he says, “and this has two nostrils. You have two 
eyes and this has two eyes. You have a chin; it has a chin.” At 
last, the chief gets it. He sees the photo as a representation of 
himself. 
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Now he smiles. Then 


he asks, “What's it for?” 
The anthropologist tells us, 
“For a moment | could not 
remember.” 


And this is true. We are 0 accustomed to the role of photographs in our 
culture that we never question them. Most Americans, when asked what 
they would try to rescue from a fire, say they would salvage their photo 
albums. In explaining the value of photos to the chief, the anthropologist 
cannot appeal to passports or to dri- 
vers’ licenses, for these do not exist 


among the pygmies. He says to him, 
“Photos help you to remember people 
you love.” The chief is offended again. “| 
never forget anybody!” he says. —And the 
end of the story is that the anthropol- 

ogist decides not to take his camera. 
YY He writes, “There are no cameras 
among the pygmies.” 


Similarly, there are no alarm clocks 
amard the pyginies. So we can return 


SO.0ur quest iar: WHAT IS AN ALARM 


CLOCK? th is a device for people whe 


belleve that they do not normally get 
ip et the right time. But eyamies DO 
get up ab Che Nght tire; Oniy middia- 


Mess bouraeos set alurm clocks, 


And this is the point!! 


When you set your al 

. OU aaa TIMES HARE ALIMONY 
clock you are putting OWNERSHIP CHECKS 
into action and sustain- 


ing a wnole set of middle | (cavpeens) (ax ee Pager 


CoLLé 6E 
class values. An alarm Sei CARD 


Clock is what it is by 
virtue of being a part of 
a system of values. This MARRIAGE 
system is sustained in ca B 

being only by our CHOICE 
to sustain it. Anguish is 
the realization that 
there is no necessity in 
this system. We sustain 
it in being through our 
constant choices to do 
50. Sartre says, “there 
exist concretely alarm 


"si F MORTGAGE 
clocks signs, tax forms, PAYMENT GoLD 
policemen—so many CARD 


guardrails against AVTO 
anguish. But as soon as sill 
the undertaking is held 
at a distance from me, as s00n as | am referred to myself because | must 
await myself in the future, then | discover myself suddenly as the one who 
gives its meaning to the alarm clock,...the one who makes the values exist in 
order to determine his action 
by their demands.” At this 
point, “all the guardrails col- 
lapse,” destroyed by the con- 
sciousness of my freedom, 
and | experience the anguish 
of being the source of my own 
values. 
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What is value? It is that 
Which has worth, that 
which is desirable. We can 
find value in objects, in 
people, ih movements 


(political or bowel), in 
ideas or in ideals. As 
ldgals, Values are motiva- 
tions, If | value honesty, 
then | try to be honest 


Plato held the view that Being is valuable in itself. (This is the 
exact opposite of Sartre, for whom, as we have seen, Being-in- 
itself has NO meaning, hence no value.) And for Plato, the purer 
Being is, the more valuable it is. 


What is the SOURCE of value? 
FORMS (104,759 
CONCEPTS ("2 firms 
OBJECTS (oP ests) 
IM AC ES phantas ma ageric) 


Copies of Rinch 
Plato believed that there is a hierarchy of Being, with that 
which is most real on the top, and that which is less real on 
the bottom. 
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In the Western theletic tradition too, Beiriq, God's creation, tas inher 
ent Value ("And God saw that it Was good"): but Gad also allewe In 
his creation at least the potential for negatlye yalue (sin, evil), 
According to this view, 

poaltive value derives 

essentially from Goa, 


and negative yalue is 
the repudiation of that 
upon which God has 

| bestowed positive value. 
This repudiation, Itself 


| sintul or evil, dérivés 


either from Satan—-the 
Prince ot Rvil—er fram 
human freedom or tram 
some combination of 


l. this religious tradition the human being is created free, then 
set among values from which he or she must choose. But 
Sartre’s theory is more radical. For him, there is no value existing 
prior to freedom. Value derives its reality from the fact that it is 
chosen rather than being chosen because it has value. 

If |. choose honesty, then honesty SLICK’S 
has value for me. If my behavior PREVIOUSLY PAMPERED 
demonstrates that | chose dis- VEHICLES 
honesty (even if | claim to oe 
prefer honesty), then | 

value dishonesty. ALL 
the values that guide my \2°°Y7 #2tk Fm ae. 
life exist only insofar as | S 
have freely chosen them. The i 
discovery of this truth provokes—\ 
anguish. Sartre says, “As a = 
being by whom values exist, | 

am unjustifiable. My freedom is 
anguished at being the founda- 
tion of values while itself without 
foundation.” 
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I VALVE HONESTY 
HIGHLY BUT IT JUST 


Q, course, many people claim to ground 
their values in some independent authority, 
such ag in a national tradition, in a guru, or 
in God himself. But for Sartre, the Christian 
Séren Kierkegaard had already debunked 
that possibility. According to Kierkegaard, if 
| have accepted the Bible as the Word of 
God and as a guide for my life, then it is | in 
my freedom who authorize the Bible to guide 
me, and | am responsible for that autho- 
rization. 


In his enigmatic little book Fear and 
Trembling (1843), Kierkegaard retells the Biblical story of Abraham and 
Isaac. When Abraham hears that terrible voice in the night telling him to 
take his gon Isaac onto Mount 
Moriah and sacrifice him as a 
burnt offering, Abraham must 
decide for himself the mean- 
ing of that message. There 
are many alternatives open 
to him. 


Ir 1S SOD, AND 


ITS DEVIL TEMPTING PE, 
= I Wil of6 


GoD Would NEVER ASK SUCH 
ATHING. L MUST RESIST. 


Im sukE I MIS UNDER~ 
STood. unuid tev 
MIND REPEATING 
THE ORDER? 


FRom MY UNCONSCIOUS, 
I must RESIST. 


*9" TT must BE THE 
PASTRAM! BASEL I 
ATE WST BEFORE 
BEDTIME, 


IT ts GOD, BUT Gob 
IS A CRUEL MONSTER 
WHom I CANNOT LOVE. 
I MUsT RESIST. . 


But, according to Kierkegaard, when 
Set Viton ee mo) Abraham chooses to obey God's order, 
he is authorizing God to command him. 


God has not forced Abraham to do any- 
P thing. (For Sartre, the same is true 
when we choose to obey a law, a police- 
man, or a sign.) 


According to Kierkegaard and Sartre, when 
x. . the Western religious tradition (Jews, 
“Neo * Christians and Moslems) calls Abraham “the 
Father of us all,” what that means is that we are all utterly 
free and totally responsible for our choice of values. For 
Kierkegaard, this thought provokes the “fear and trembling” of the 
title of his book, and for Sartre, it provokes anguish. 


s 
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aT AavEN T 
SEEN Feld €8— 
ask: 


However, this is impossible, 
because | can’t hide it from 
myself if | already possess 
ib. So the project of bad 
faith is self-defeating. 
Nevertheless, that project 
is a central feature of 
human consciousness, 
according to Sartre. 


Most. people flee anguish ih “Pad 
faith.” in fadt, Pad falth ls detinea 
by Sartre as a fight trom anguish, 
trom freedom, arte for responsi- 
bility: It Invalves a We that one tells 
to oneself, Wher | tell a lle bo 
someone, | hide the truth from her, 
but when | lie ta myself, | hide the 
\ ‘truth from me. am 


\ 


I HAVEN'T 
f MY CAT 


Pa ke 


Freudian psychoanalysis tries to 
explain how one can withhold infor- 
mation from oneself by dividing the 
self into a conscious aspect and 

an unconscious aspect, sometimes 
rendered as “ego” (Latin for “I”) and 
“id” (Latin for “it.”) Then there is 
supposed to be a censoring device 
between the two components, which 
does not allow me to know what is 
in my unconscious. 


Bb... Sartre asks, on which side of 
the border is the censor? It can’t be 
on the side of the id because it must 
censor the id. But if it is on the side 
of the ego, then the ego must know 
what it is censoring. That is to gay, it 
KNOWS what it claims not to know. 


NO EXCUSES. 


SO FOR SARTRE, THE VERY IDEA OF 
THE UNCONSCIOUS IS ONE CON- 
CEIVED IN BAD FAITH. IT IS AN 

ATTEMPT TO MAKE AN EXCUSE FOR 

SOMETHING FOR WHICH THERE ARE 


Sartre illustrates the idea of “bad faith” by describing the case 

of a young woman out on a dinner date with a man she has only 

recently met. (You'll have to excuse Sartre if the example is anti- 
quated in terms of the relations between the sexes.) 


HEY / I weoTE 
THAT PASSAGE IN 
1942. OKP/ 


As the woman sits 
across the table 
from her companion, 
“she knows very well 
the intentions which 
[he] cherishes 
regarding her.” She 
knows at some point 
she will have to make 
a decision concerning 
them, but she post- 
pones the decision 
because she does not 
want to feel its 
urgency. She wants 
to enjoy the moment. 
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. gee 
< ae oe an 


aoe 
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<2 I FIND Yo 
“(Zo ATTRACTIF 


we HEY’, THATS JUST 
i} THE WAY olD FRENCH 
“A FILMS ARE / 


]... he says to her, “| find you so attractive,” she “digarms 


this phrase of its sexual background.’ Sartre says she does this 
because she doesn’t quite know what she wants. 


She knows she inspires 

— desire in her companion 
and would be disappointed 
if she didn’t. But the desire 
“cruel and naked would 
humiliate and horrify her.” 
She does not want to be 
merely the object of his 
sexual desire, but she 
does not want NOT to 

be the object of desire 
either. 


SHALL WEP 


WELL, IF YOURE GOING To 
ARGUE ABOUT IT, FORGET IT/ 


Then her companion takes her hand. (The plot thickens.) Now she 
must make a decision. If she leaves her hand, that signifies 
romantic consent. But if she withdraws it, she breaks “the trou- 
bled and unstable harmony which gives the hour its charm.” Her 
aim is to delay the decision as long as possible. Sartre says we 
KNOW what happens next. (Do we?) 


She “leaves her hand there, but 
ey she does not notice that she is 
4 | leaving it.” She does not notice 
because she loses herself in her 
own spirituality as she hurries into 
a discussion of Life, her life as a 
pure personality. Sartre says: “The 
_ hand rests inert between the 
fz)? warm hands of her compan- 
i, ion—neither consenting not 
resisting—a thing.” Sartre 


concludes, “We shall say that 
a this woman is in bad faith.” 


Bll 


Why is she in bad faith? She a technical term to name 


denies his desire. She this woman's mode of bad 
denies her desire. She faith. He calls it “being-in- 
denies her the-midst- 
own body. of-the-world,” 
Thenemie a that is, 
perfect choosing 
divorce oneself as 
between “inert pres- 
her body ence as a 
and her passive 
“self” object among 
(Feminists other 

want to objects.” She 
know from has chosen 
Sartre her body as a 
whether he THING, just 
is willlng to as her com- 
admit that SSW | panion has 
the / | done. She 
woman's does this to 
companion escape 

is also in responsibility 
bad faith.) for her full 
Sartre has self. 


WELENE: 


nother way we encounter bad faith is in our relationship to the social 
“roles” we play daily. When two human beings encounter each other they do 
60 in terms of roles, which are formats of interaction that allow people to 
engage each other in efficient, non-threatening ways. There are professional 
roles, familial roles, political roles, entertainment and leisure-time roles, 
among others. There are even criminal roles. Almost any human act of which 
we can conceive has some rules curcumscribing it which must be learned by 
the “players” engaging in the act. Because people must interact with other 
people, there seems to be no alternative to role-playing. 


[mM ONLY DOING MY Job. 
fm A MEMBER OF A LOOSELY 
KNIT INFORMAL ORGANIZATION 
WHosE FUNCTION IS THE 

REDISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH. 


Roles can enhance a certain 
kind of social freedom 
because there are rights 
and responsibilities attend- 
ing them, but they also limit 
and disguise our more radi- 
cal freedom, as they make 
it easier for us to objectity 
others and ourselves. 
Therefore they are unavoid- 
ably invitations to bad 
faith. 


THE PURPOSE OF SOCIAL ROLES BE 


L Being and Nothingness Sartre begins his discussion of 
social roles by studying the movements of the waiter in the café 
where he is writing. (Pretty good life these existentialists have— 
always on a park bench or in a café.) Sartre says of him, “His 
movement is quick and forward, a little too precise, a little too 
rapid. He comes toward the patrons with a step a little too quick. 
He bends forward a little too eagerly; his voice, his eyes express 
an interest a little too solicitous for the order of the customer.” 
What game is he playing? 


I JOST CAN'T 
TAKE JT ANYMORE / 


All professions have a similar obliga- $06! Sag! 


tion imposed on them. There is the 
“ceremony” or the “dance” of the 
grocer, the auctioneer, the tailor. 
The public demands of them that 
they undertake this ceremony in 
order to prove that they are nothing 
but a grocer, an auctioneer, a tailor. 
A grocer who dreams is offensive. 
We don’t want an auctioneer who 
tells us about the messy divorce he 
is going through. 

Ba 


LIEUTENANT, GET THAT 
PRIVATE’S NAME. HE’S 
LOOKING AT ME! 


C,. demand is most obvious in the military, where the new 
soldier is instructed that he is not saluting the man, but the uni- 
form. When the command “Eyes left!” is given when marching past 
the General’s review stand, woe unto the soldier if his eyes actu- 
ally make contact with the General’s! (It may be difficult for 
young conscripts fresh from the farm to kill other young con- 
scripts, but easier to kill other “uniforms.”) 


We are in bad faith 
when we try to turn 
the other person 
into a thing with our 
gaze (into “the wait- 
er, “whe tailor “phe 
auctioneer, “the sol- 
dier’), but these 
individuals can also 
put themselves in 
bad faith by trying 
to be nothing but 
their roles. 
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I VAS CHUST 
OBEYIN K 
ORDERS 


In fact, a waiter cannot 
BE a waiter in the sense 
that a rock is a rock, or 
an ashtray is an ashtray. 
That is, he cannot be it in 
the mode of being-in- 
itself. If | am a waiter, | am 
60 in the mode of not- 
being-a-waiter. Being-for- 
itself can never become a 
THING, even if it wants to. 


aK 


( Im LIKE THAT ) 


“Sincenlty,” Sartre olaims, “is the 
antithesis of bad faith.” So it would 
seat) that striving for sincerity is 
“good falth,” but this is not 
the Case. To try to be sin- 
w\, cere ls to try to Ge what 
» onels, But such an effort 
\ already presupposes 
that one (S WHAT ONE 
iS in the way that.a 
rock ts what it is. 
Theretore sincerity 
itself (5 In bad faith 


— 


Yartre illustrates his point with the example of a man who is 
homosexual. He is confronted by an accuser who demands sin- 
cerity and honesty of him. 


REMEMBER, IN 1942 WHEN | AM WRITING 
THIS, THE SOCIAL PRESSURES WOULD BE 
VERY STRONG FOR THE MAN TO REMAIN 
“IN THE CLOSET,” EVEN IN PARIS—ESPE- 

CIALLY CONSIDERING THAT THE NAZIS 


OCCUPIED PARIS, AND THEIR POLICIES 
WERE AS HOMOPHOBIC AS 
THEY WERE ANTI-SEMITIC. 


™ 


ALL I ASK IS THAT You * 
Apmit THAT You ARE A 
HOMOSEXUAL, 


f the homosexual will declare frankly, “| am a 
homosexual,” either shamefully or defiantly, 
the accuser will be satisfied. Sartre asks, 
“Who is in bad faith? The homosexual or the 
champion of sincerity?” The homosexual 
resists making such an assertion. He is well 
aware of his sexual orientation, but he also 
knows that he is not a homosexual the way a 
rock is a rock. Yet that is what the champion 
of sincerity wants him to admit to being. 
Therefore this preacher of sincerity is in bad 
faith. For that reason, the gay man denies 
his homosexuality, 0 he,too, is in bad faith. 
Sartre suggests that the following answer 
might have been in good faith: “To the extent 
that a pattern of conduct is defined as the 
conduct of a homosexual and to the extent 
that | have adopted this conduct, | am a 
[homosexual]. But to the extent that human 
reality cannot be finally defined by patterns 
of conduct, | am not one.” In this case he 
acknowledges that he is a homosexual “in 
the mode of not being it.” 


So far we have seen that accord- 


ing bo Sartre “the self" is nota 
Sslibstantive erntily that. centin- 
ues unchanged through titie, tor 
car its absolute certainty be 


deduced from cotisclousness (as 
Descartes believed he had done 
with tis “COGITO, ERGO SUM") 


so! I wAS socy 
A NICE GUYS/ 


Nor is the self simply the 
biological unity that is 
one’s body, as some mate- 
rialists believe. (For there 
is no such biological conti- 
nuity. The cells that con- 
stituted you eight years 
ago are all dead.) The 
“self” is not something 
that you automatically 
acquire by virtue of having 
had human parents; 
rather, the self is an ongo- 
ing construction recreated 
in each moment through 
our choices. 


B.. there is another more troubling side to the creation of self- 
hood, according to Sartre—one that is revealed to us in the con- 
frontation with other people. He explains this feature of selfhood 
by giving a phenomenological description of such an encounter. 


| am sitting on a park 
bench (again!). | see 
another person a few 
yards away. What 
does it mean to see 
the other person ag a 
person and not as, for 
example, a puppet? 
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aye 
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To see him as a pup- 
pet would be to see 
him as a thing among 
things (beside the 
benches, three yards 
from the lawn, etc.). 


L, he were a puppet, his 
appearance would not 
change my relation to 
the other objects 
arouna him. But to see 
him as a human being is 
to see space and 
objects organized 
around him. When the 
other person comes on 
the scene, his appear- 
ance disintegrates the 
relationships | had 
established with my 
immediate environment. 
Things group them- 
selves spatially around 
him, and, says Sartre, 
his space is made with 
my space. This person 
has stolen my world 
from me. 


It is as if “the world has 


a kind of drain 
hole in the middle 
of its being,” 
and that 

drain hole 
. is the Other. 


— _lhere iS an 
\\ cS internal hemor- 


\ ’ rhage” as my 
world is drained 

| into the world of 

Y} she Other. 


Ol 


If | have objectified the 
Other by looking at him, 
if | have turned him into 


my object, then why is he 
50 threatening to me? 
Why does Sartre say, 


Co) 


HELL 1S OTHER 
PEOPLE? 


ee the appearance 
of the Other forces me to reinterpret 
my world. Before my seeing him, the 
grass, the paths, the benches were 
there “for me.” Now they are there “for 
him.” It is like that sudden reinterpre- 
tation that takes place when first you © 
see the figure in a psychology text as 
a duck, then all at once as a rabbit. 


It is because the Other's 


shi freedom destabilizes mine. | 
/ objectity her, but | cannot 


fully objectify her, because | 
know that her gaze at me 
objectifies me—turns me, 
as it were, into stone—into 
a THING. To see the Other 
is to understand the “per- 
manent possibility of being 
geen by the Other.” | experi- 
ence the actuality of this 
possibility as SHAME. 


Reet. the time you were 
talking to yourself when you 
thought you were alone, and 
suddenly you discovered that 
someone else was there 
observing you? What did you & 
feel at the moment of this dis- 
covery? It was shame. Maybe you 
faked it, pretending that 
you were actually hum- 
ming a tune, and you 
left, acting as casual as 
you could, without 
meeting the gaze of 
the Other. 


AND WHAT ABOUT THE TIME 
YOU GOT CAUGHT PICKING 
YOUR NOSE? 


In shame we discover 
an aspect of our being 
which we would not 
have known otherwise. 
We discover ourselves 
as the object that is 
created by the Other's 
gaze. We discover what 
Sartre calls our “being- 
for-others.” We are 
forced to pass judg- 
ment on ourselves as 
an object. 


A, of these common experiences (being slightly startled by the 
appearance of another person, getting caught talking to oneself or 
engaging in a slightly vulgar act) are minor versions of more dra- 
matic episodes in which Sartre’s point is perhaps more obvious. 


curiosity, jealousy or lust, | find 
myself peering through the key- 
hole of a hotel room observing 
the activities inside. The keyhole 
is both the instrument of my 
voyeurism and the obstacle that 
distances me from the action, 
which exists as the object of my 
“unreflective consciousness.” My 
consciousness just is its objects 
and even though this conscious- “el 
ness is not disinterested and aa 
may experience itself indirectly in 
its jealous lustfulness, there is 
no selfhood or “ego” involved in 
my consciousness at all. 


| will imagine that, motivated by ow 


Suddenly | sense the presence of 
someone next to me. | look up 
and discover that the hotel 
detective is staring down at me. 
My self becomes fixed. | am made 
aware that the foundation of my 
self is outside myself. “I see 
myself because somebody sees 
me.” | discover myself in shame. | 
am responsible for the self which 
has been revealed to me by the 


TAM: APTER ACE 
MERELY A THING 


. By 4 r Other's gaze, but this selfs 
ONE je - grounding is outside me. In the 


THAT moment of shame my freedom 
escapes me and the Other's free- 
dom is revealed to me. | am 
forced to recognize myself not in 
my aspect of being-for-itself but 


in my aspect of being-in-itselt. 


.. id not the only emotion 
engendered by the encounter with 


i 
- the Other. | can also experience 


—— 
ME As PossiBl& 


fear. In fact, fear in its origin just 
is the discovery of my being-as- 
object. It shows me that my 
being-for-itself (where “I am my 
possibles”) is transcended by 
possibles that are not my possi- 
bles. In fact, these feelings in 
their most exaggerated form may 
be the source of religion, accord- 
ing to Sartre. Shame before God 
is “the recognition of my being- 
an-object before a subject which 
can never become an object.” 


“fod...is only the concept of the Other 


lf | choose myself in my shame, this 
is masochism, whose source is anxi- Ge) 
ety before the freedom of the Other. ited ? 
Pride is the opposite of shame; yet ae 
structurally pride and shame are 

similar. In both cases | recognize the 
Other as the one from whom my 
objectivity gets its being. When the 
Other sees me as beautiful, or 
strong, or intelligent, | accept myself 
proudly as being only that. Pride, 
then, is a form of bad faith, as is its 
close relative, VANITY. When | try to 
atfect the Other with the objectivity 
she has bestowed upon me, this is 
ARROGANCE. 


TF You PICK 
YoUR NOSE, 
GOD SEES 


However: even in 
pride or arrogance, 
have not recovered 
the self that | lost 
to the Other, for it 
is still her recogni- 
tion of me that is 
the source of the 
meaning | attribute 
to myself. 


The project of 
recovering myself 

as subject—that 

is, of recovering 

my freedom from 

its entrapment by 
the Otlier—neces- 
sarily puts me in 
conflict with the £7] 


Other. 
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| can try to achieve 
this goal through 
SADISM, which is an 
extension of arro- 
gance. |In sadism, | 
use the objective 
being which the 
Other has bestowed 
upon me to make the 
Other humiliate her- 
self. However, as long 
as the Sadist’s vic- 
tim can look at her 
torturer, the Sadist 
knows she failed. 


A basic way of trying to 
possess the free subjec- 
tivity of the Other is 
through sexual desire. 
Desire is an invitation to 
the Other's desire. Desire 
desires the desire of the 
Other. It is an attempt 
to reduce the Other to 
pure body, and to trans- 
form her into mere flesh 
in her own eyes. But 
desire necessarily fails, 
for either it literally fails 
to evoke the desire of the 
Other, or it succeeds in 
doing 90, and then desire 
is absorbed in pleasure 
and loses sight of its 
original goal. 


NoT A CHANCE, 
BUSTER ! 
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Rather than my desire 

transforming the Other 

into pure flesh, it trans- 

a forms me into pure flesh. 

Desire as a project, then, 

a Ss ... fails to recover the 
“;. self that was 

SS. lost to the 
x. Other. 
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All of this, of course, 
will make it extremely 
difficult to achieve 
selfhood in good 
faith, because every 
attempt seems des- 
tined to slip into its 
opposite—bad faith. 


DE 


Most people claim 
to wart more free 


dom, They detriand 
It. (Former 
President Reagan 


Would tention 
Freedorn thirty 
titnes in a four 
teen minute 
Oey speech) 
wene doinathe 
beatwecan Ss 


om that. 


Yet freedom is a burden. 


WHICH IS WHY MOST 
PEOPLE FLEE IT IN BAD 
FAITH. 


We are, Sartre says, CONDEMNED TO 
BE FREE. We carry the weight of the 
whole world on our shoulders because 
we are responsible for the world and for 
ourselves in it. Unless we lie to our- 
selves in bad faith, we are con- 
scious of being the incontestable : 
creators of our actions. And it is —— a aeil = 
through our actions that there is a 

world—that there is a meaningful whole to experience. It is true 
that every one of our choices produces a “peculiar coefficient of 
adversity’—a resistance, an annoyance, a barrier, a problem. Yet 
we are the authors of this adversity too. Therefore, Sartre 
observes, “it is senseless to think of complaining since nothing 
alien has decided what we feel, what we live, or what we are.” 


Le, TAN, Ai 
ZG sep meth 
LY0P ORAS, 


wD 
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Even in its most dramatic moments, | have alter- 
natives to it. | could desert, or commit suicide. 
But because | have not done these things, | have 
chosen this war. 


T herefore, declares Sartre, 


QUIT CRYINGS 
YOU CHOSE 
THIS WAR/ 


in war. (This side of Sartre 
annoys many. It is as if in 
Sartre’s world there are no 
animals, no children, no men- 
tally deficient people. Everyone 
is a fully conscious, fully 
responsible adult.) 

Sartre asserts, 


THE PECULIAR CHARACTER oF 
HUMAN REALITY js THAT IT 
IS WiTHovT EXCUSE. 


IF you had to summarize existen- 
tialism in two words, they would be 
NO EXCUSES! 


Some people respond grumpily to 


alk I DIDN'T ASK 
this line of reasoning, saying, 


TO BE BORN, 
YA KNOW.’ 


Sartre agrees that our birth is part of our facticity. 
Nevertheless, we have no choice but to take responsibility for the 
facticity of all of our “situations” (in this case, the facticity of 
our birth). We always have the option of negating it through self- 
destruction. Therefore, says Sartre, in a certain sense, we choose 


being born. 
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ai a If Being-in-itself ls 
N\ always a fullness, being- 
\\ for-itself is always an 


emptiness, an incomplote- 
ness, The human beitg is primari- 
ly DESIRE, and desire is a ladke--ar) 
emptiness that hungers fur fullness, 

What the human desires |= the tuilness of exis 
tence that has always alréady been achieved by 
being-in-itsell, Therefore, Sartre says, 
“Fundamentally mat ls the desire te be” 


Sartre does not mean that there is a primary drive 
called “The will- to-be” to which all other drives are 
reducible (the way Freud has “libido” as a primary 
drive); rather, the 
DESIRE TO BE exists 
only as the many 

forms of desire we 
experience (jealousy, 
greed, love of art, lust, 
interest in stamp = 
collecting). 
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Bu: aS We Saw earlier 
in the case of sexual 
desire, desire can never 
be fully gratified. It can 
never fully achieve its 
goal. Or, to use Sartre's 
language, being-for-itself 
can never become being- 
in-itself. In fact, it does 
not really want to do so, 
for then it would fail to 
be itself (that is, fail to 
be “for-itself” a FREE- 
DOM). What it really 
wants is to be BEING-IN- 
Meetr-rorroeLrF— 
that is, a freedom that 
is itS Own necessary 
source of being. But this 
is precisely the definition 
of God. Therefore, “trian is Tundamentally 


(or 
Nee 


the desire to be God. |Ih every act 
we perform, according to Sartre, 
we are tryitig to become God, 


HEY I SAID 
1T MELE Si. 


(This is an ideal that Aristotle had 
introduced in the fourth century B.C.) 
The trouble is, nobody can become 
God, not even God. The idea of God 
is self-contradictory. (The idea of a 
being-in-itself- for-itself—that is, of 
a fullness which is an emptiness.) 
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° 
Ox 
Rx ed 


vs 


we 
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Earlier we examined the 
ray | ‘Wn ‘ 

| Hi K S EK L t cases of four hikers who 
confronted a boulder 


AS AN that blocked their 
progress. Let's review the 
66 ‘ T example of the first hiker 
at Ri G I N A L who threw down his back- 
YQNrnt 99 pack in defeat and sank 
p 4 ly J E C | & into the grass, giving in 
to his fatigue and his 
Each individuals “desire to be” iA, disappointment. lt was 


J = Att Ae | ry A 7 H i 
then, an attempt to solve the mentioned that this man 


problem of the Apeolute, and each bably always ch 7 
individual's attempt. le unique ana a a y alWays CnNOosée 
Sete hap aiel ek ot himself as defeated. In 


being-In-the-world. Sartre calls fact, the determinists 
these choices “ORIGINAL PRO» would argue that he has 
JEGTS” (or “fundamental,” or “Ini- no freedom to choose 
tial" projects). any other option. Due to 
some traumatic 
event in his 
childhood 
(Freud), or to a 
history of condi- 
tioning 
(Skinner), he 
could not do 
otherwise than 
he does. 


WHEN HE WAS A CHILD, 
HIS FATHER BEAT HIM AT 
MoNnoPoL¥ AND HE NEVER 
RECOVERED. 


I NEVER HAD 
A CHANCE 


10S 


~) 
S artre believes that the hiker can do otherwise—but doing so 
would not be a small thing in his case. Sartre poses the question 
of the man’s freedom in this manner: 


COULD HE HAVE DONE OTHER- 
WISE WITHOUT MODIFYING 
HIS ORIGINAL PROJECT? 


In other words, he could 
have done otherwise but, 
Sartre asks, “at what 


price?” 


The price would be a 
“radical conversion 
of his being-in-the 
world.” This RADI- 
CAL CONVERSION— 
which is always pos- 
gible (here is where 
Sartre differs 
=) deeply from the 
determinists )— 
would amount to his 
choosing a new self; 
it would amount to 
choosing a new fun- 
damental project, 
because the choice 
would manifest 
itself not only in 
that moment, but in 
hundreds of other 


108 ways. 


You SAID You 
WANTED To 


F or Sartre, the self is not a series of fragmented behaviors, 
but a TOTALITY. (Here he agrees with Freud.) The “original project” 
manifests itself in every act, big or small. But the original project 
is not equated with some event, decision, or fantasy in the past 
(here Sartre disagrees with Freud); rather, it is recreated at 

each moment through the choices we make and the 

actions we perform. And because the possibility - 

of radical conversion always exists, we are 
responsible for what we are. This is 
like Nietzsche, who says that 
after a certain age a 
man is responsible 
for his face. 


MAYBE THIS [S WHY 
SOME PEOPLE LOOK 
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EXISTENTIAL 


PSYCHOANALYSIS 


. 


— Bas 


as 
(ih 


The phenomenological method Sartre devises for studying a per- 
s0n’s “original project” is called “existential psychoanalysis.” Ite 
goal is to “discover the individual person in the initial project 
which constitutes him,” or, in more detail, it will reveal... 


... THE TOTALITY OF HIS IMPULSE TOWARD 
BEING, HIS ORIGINAL RELATION TO HIM- 
SELF TO THE WORLD, AND TO THE OTHER IN 
THE UNITY OF INTERNAL RELATIONS AND OF 
A FUNDAMENTAL PROJECT. 
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Fi. has been 


noted, Sartre 
accepts Freud's 
view that the whole 
self can be mani- 
fested in a single 
gesture, that the 
self is a TOTALITY. 
He also accepts 
Freud’s view that 
the individual is 
not in a privileged 
position to under- 
stand herself. 
However, Sartre’s 
reason differs 
greatly from 
Freud’s. 


LET US MEDITATE 
ON GODS IMPOTENCE. 
ER..., OMN) POTENCE 


For Freud, the truth about me lies in my unconscious, which is 
distanced from me. Furthermore, | have unconscious resistances 
against this unconscious truth. 


10® 


B.. as we have seen, in Being and Nothingness, Sartre rejects 
the hypothesis of the unconscious as being a construction of 
theoretical bad faith. For him, as for Descartes, 


and the notion of an 
“unconscious psychic act” 
is self-contradictory. 


“the psychic act [is] 
co-extensive with 
consciousness,” 


There is no hidden riddle. Everything is in consciousness, 
everything is luminous. 


Nevertheless there can be a 
“mystery in broad daylight” 
because consciousness and 
knowledge are not necessarily 
the same thing. Reflected con- 
sciousness Can provide under- 
standing, but we must come to 
know what we understand. 
Following Plato, Sartre believes 
that experience can become 
knowledge only if it is correctly 
conceptualized. | can only under- 
stand my “initial project of being” 
if | Can understand it in the light 
of its relationship to the being of « 
others. (This is why the individual 
is not necessarily in a privileged 
position to know her own self.) 
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che means that existential psychoana- 
lytic knowledge would be an understanding 
of the radical assimilation of “being-in- 
itself-for-itself” (that is, the attempt to be 
Being, or to be God) with “being-for-others.” 
Existential psychoanalytic self-knowledge, 
then, involves a recognition of one’s situa- 
tion as being that of a freedom confronted 
with the freedom of others, of being ina 
necessarily conflictive relationship with oth- 
ers, and of recognizing one’s responsibility 
for that situation, and a recognition of the 
freedom to “convert radically” from the 
specifics of that mode of being to another 
mode. 


The individual goal of existential psycho- 
analysis, then, is not a “cure,” as in Freud, 
but a grasping of one’s self in all ito possi- 
bilities. Not a freeing from the past, but an 
acknowledgment that this freedom always 
already exists. 


Atk} (tm Free! No 
- T mokE SHACKLES / 


HGatit 


Im FREE. THERE NEVER 
WERE ANY SHACALES 
ExcEPT THE OWES IT INVENTED. 
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“EXISTENTIACISM [8 A HUMANISM” 


EXISTENTIAL ETHICS 


In philosophy, discussions of freedom and responsibility usually 
lead to the topic of ethics (that is, to philosophical theories of 
morality), including discourse about duty and obligation (what 
one ought to do). Yet Sartre’s main exis- 
tential work, Being and Nothingness, 
purports to be not an ethics, but an 
ontology (a theory of “being”). In other 
words, it is a description of what is the 
case, not a description of what ought to 
be the case. And Sartre accepts the for- | 


NO “IS’ IMPLIES 


ie 


mula of the eighteenth century Scottish r nae 
philosopher DAVID HUME that... | ' fe 
NG, 


That is, a description of existing facts 
never logically entails a moral judg- 
ment. For example, take a look at the 
following valid syllogism: 


1. Excessivé pressure against human 
flesh causes pain. 


2. Tom (Who weighs 300 pounds) is 
applying excessive pressure against 
the fiesh of Billy (a 40 pound two- 
year-old) by sitting.on him,. 


>; Therefore, Tom is causing Billy pain. 
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But from that syllogism we cannot 
draw the following moral conclu- 
sion: THEREFORE, 
TOM’S ACT |S 
WRONG, unless we 
add a moral 
premise to the 
argument, such as: 


“CAUSING GRATUITOUS 
PAIN IS WRONG.” 


The problem, according to Hume and Sartre, is that this moral 
premise cannot be derived from the mere description of facts; 
rather, it must be the prod- 

uct of philosophical argu- 
mentation, and Sartre 
knows that Being and 
Nothingness has not 
provided any such argu- 
ment. (This despite the fact that 
Sartre’s language of “bad faith” and 
“inauthenticity” seems morally 
loaded. It appears that to say that 
a person is in “bad faith” is to 
condemn him or her morally, but 
Sartre actually denies that the 
term is judgmental.) 


“puT HEY, THATS ALL 
RIGHT/ DIFFERENT 

STROKES FoR 

DIFFERENT FOLKS 
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In this essay, Sartre summarizes and 
simplifies his views in Being and 
Nothingness, saying: 


TO CHOOSE THIS OR THAT IS TO AFFIRM AT THE 
SAME TIME THE VALUE OF WHAT WE CHOOSE, 
BECAUSE WE CAN NEVER CHOOSE EVIL. WE ALWAYS 
CHOOSE THE GOOD, AND NOTHING CAN BE GOOD FOR 
US WITHOUT BEING GOOD FOR ALL. 


There are two claims being made here. 
The first is that whatever we do, we 
have chosen as being superior to all of 
its alternatives (otherwise we would 
have chosen one of those alternatives). 


TD RATHER BE 
PLAYING GOLF 


ee 


Ui, 
EZ AY 
Ca 


T,. second claim is that it is impossible to choose exclusively 
for oneself, Or, as Sartre says, “In choosing myself, | choose man.” 
WHY? Well, because there is a certain universal logic involved in 
value judgments, even if values are produced by freedom. Despite 
the typical misunderstanding of the logic of value judgments, 
they are in fact identical to other kinds of judgments. 


For example, if | claim 
(correctly or incorrectly) 
that this figure 

is a triangle, 


then | am logically committed 
to claiming that this figure 
is also a triangle. 


If | claim that the first is and the second isn’t, | am “unclear on 
the concept;” | am contradicting myself. Similarly, if | claim that 
your walking off with my television set is theft, then | am logically 
committed to admitting that, all relevant features of the situa- 
tion being identical, my walking off with your television set is 
theft. | cannot consistently claim that when you take mine it is 
theft, and when | take yours, | am simply redistributing the 
wealth. 
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SHES LYING / 


The only way of avoiding 
the jolting thought that 
every act we perform 
involves the whole of 
humankind is if we 
retreat into “bad faith,” 
excusing our action by 
insisting, “Not everyone 
does that.” But even 
this lie to oneself has 
universal value, and one 
puts oneself in the hypo- 
critical position of hold- 
ing the view, “Lying is 
good.” 


New. this is almost precisely the ethical view of the German 
philosopher IMMANUEL KANT (1724-1804), who formulated his 
famous “categorical imperative” in the following words: 


SO ACT THAT THE MAXIM OF YOUR ACTION 
COULD BE WILLED AS A UNIVERSAL LAW. 


Furthermore Kant, like 
Sartre, deduces from 
this principle that in 
desiring one’s own 
freedom, one must 
desire the freedom of all 
human beings. So in a certain 
important sense, Sartre's “ExiS- 
tential ethics” proves to be 
Kantian. But there are several 
significant differences. First, for 
Kant, the logical requirement 
that we will the freedom of 
the Other puts us all 

under a rule of universal law, 
while for Sartre, as we have 
seen, it puts us in a situation ot irwe- 
solvable conflict. (Your freedom limits 
mine.) 


of course, I wit 
youR FREEDOM, BUT T 
ikl. MINE HARDER. 


1? 


In fact, | may have to 
fight you in the name or 
your freedom. (If you use 
your freedom in support 
of fascism, | am obliged 
to fight you in the name 


of both of 
our free- 
doms.) The 
recognition 
of bad faith 
does not 
necessarily 


prevent bad 
faith. 
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Finally, for 
Sartre, even 
though logic 
enjoins me to 
consider the 
Other in each 
of my actions, 
logic cannot 
tell me what | 
ought to do 
in a specitic 
situation. 
Sartre 
explains this 
point with a 
now-famous 
example of a 
student of 
his who came 
to him during the German 
occupation of France in World 
War Il. The young man’s older 
brother had been killed in an 
early battle; his father had 
become a collaborator. His 
mother, in despair over the 
brother's death and her hus- 
band’s treason, depended 
totally on her remaining son 
for moral support. 


. so 


The student was torn between his love for his mother and his loy- 
alty to France (which included a desire for revenge against the 
Germans). He was torn between two kinds of ethics, one that put 
him in solidarity with the Free French forces preparing to join in 
the invasion of German-occupieéd Europe, and one that unified him 
with a single needy individual whom he loved. The first was more 
momentous, but abstract and less certain of success, the sec- 
ond more concrete but also perhaps more cowardly. 


You should act in such a way that your 
actim could be a model for everyone e/s¢. 


Lud 


But both acts seem to be valid 
models of behavior. Kant also 
stated his “categorical 
imperative” in the fol- 


lowing way: SO G 
ACT THAT YOU Y 
TREAT OTHERS ~ 
AS AN END, L 


Vy 
AND NEVER Gy, y 
MERELY AS 
MEANS. (In other 
words, don’t use 


people.) Fine! Except SACRIFICING 
that either action he MOTHER FOR THE 
chooses risks treating GLORY OF FRANCE 


someone as a means. He 
risks sacrificing his mother 
for the glory of France, or 

using the other patriots by 
allowing them to risk their 
lives for the recovery of MM eS S 
his freedom. il 


In either case there will be anguish, but also the 
creation of a world! 
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THE CRITIQUE OF DIALECTICAL REASON 


MARXISM 


Sartre had decided while in the 
German prison camp that 
after the war he would 


| BELIEVED THAT 
ONLY “SOCIALIST 


become more politically MAN” IS TRULY 
engaged. His political HUMAN BECAUSE 
instincts had always ONLY “SOCIALIST 
moved him toward MAN” DOMINATES 
peal aac ‘OTHER REGIMES, 
— THINGS DOMINATE 
socialism. 


“MAN.” 


In postwar France, it was the Communists who laid claim to the 
title of true socialists. But Sartre had always been suspicious of 
the French Communist Party, and of Marxism itself The Farty 
seemed rigid, inquisitional, and intellectually oppressive. Fart of 
Sartre’s annoyance with Marxism was its 
claim to have the status of a 
natural science. Science can 
study abstractions and exter- 
nal relations, but Sartre, as 
an old phenomenologist, 
thought that science 
could not study concrete 
human relations with their 
unique combination of sub- 


: Z jm 
jective, objective, and his- 


THINGS DOMINATING 
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NEVERTHELESS, SARTRE BECAME MORE AND 
MORE ATTRACTED TO MARXISM (WHICH, HE 
THOUGHT, PROVIDED THE ONLY CORRECT 
ACCOUNT OF HISTORY) AND EVEN ATTRACTED 
TO THE FRENCH COMMUNIST PARTY (WHICH 
SEEMED TO HIM AFTER ALL TO BE THE ONLY 
VEHICLE OF UNITY AND EXPRESSION FOR THE 
FRENCH WORKING CLASS). 


f 
1 
I 


Despite his eventual “conversion” to Marxism, Sartre did not | 
become wholly a Marxist because Marxism had “stopped.” It had 


become reified (i.e., “thing-ified”) and rigidified in its own nine- | 
teenth-century positivistic origins. It had claimed to find inex- | 
orable laws of human history; it denied human freedom: it treated | 


social classes as independent things rather than recognizing that | 


they are created by individuals with common interests; it treated — 
society aS a macro-organism that runs on its own. 


MARXISM HAS BROKEN DOWN, 
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In fact, it was precisely phenomeno- 
logical existentialism that could free 
Marxism from its rigidity. Marxism 
needs supplementing because in its 
current form it cannot explain how a 
specific individual of a specific class 
chooses his or her specific destiny. 
Marxism will not have an adequate 
social philosophy until it can explain 
both the weight of history on the 
individual and the free practice of 
individuals on the material and social 
world—that is to say, until it can 
explain the interplay of freedom and 
necessity in human existence. 


183 
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THE DIALECTIC 


For Gearg Hegel (1770-1631), from who Katl Marx (1418-1683) Had 
borrowed the notion, the tern 

“DIALECTIC” was the name of the 

basia Law of Reality. For Hegel, 

Reality is history, atid history fs 

governed by Reason hidden 

behind the scenes. 


CALL THAT REASON “GOD,” h 
IF YOU LIKE. 


My 


In faet Reality is bhe tttani- 
festation of Reason, However, Reason is 
fot Static. It moves ahead progressively toward an utiseen goal of Unity 


It does so dialectically, that is, in terms of a THESIS (which is 
positive) that is opposed to but also dependent upon its own 
opposite called an ANTITHESIS ail iS ngage. The tension 


AA LY Yi by Uy. Or tye tin? 1. pM Salad bbl gt between the the- 
TOV, oe yy 

CON 4 sis and the 

YY yy, ‘ antithesis ulti- 


i‘ mately is 
b 7 destructive of 
: the relationship 
WG between the two, 
Y and out of its 
GZ. ruins emerges 
7... an advanced 
4 moment, a SYN- 
i pe’ THESIS, combin- 
71. ing the best fea- 
tures of the old 
thesis and 
antithesis. 


S 


RAs 


” REASON BEHIND THE 
Z SCENES GOVERNING 
Vie HISTORY 128 


This synthesis 
(which is once 
again positive) 
becomes a new 
thesis, spawning 
its own opposite, 
a new antithesis; 
and the process 
of destruction, 
creation and 
progress contin- 
ues. The 
Dialectic, then, 
for Hegel, is a 
law of history. 


But the Dialectic is 
also the name of the 
mode of philosophical 
reasoning that Hegel 
utilizes and recom- 
mends. It is the mode 
of reasoning that 
grasps the rationali- 
ty of human experi- 
ence and history. It 
does 30 by discover- 
ing the positive in the 
negative, unity in plu- 
rality, freedom in 
determinism, totality 
in particularity. 
However, dialectical 
reason cannot affect 
history; it can only 
understand it after 
the fact. In this 
sense, dialectical rea- 
gon is individual rea- 
soning that grasps 
Reason after it has 
manifested itself. DISCOVERING THE POSITIVE IN THE NEGATIVE 
136 


HEY! HERE'S THAT 
NICKEL I LosT 
LAST YEARZ 


Marx “stood Hegel on 
his head.” Human histo- 
ry for Marx was not the 
history of relationships 
between ideas, but of 
materia! relationships, 
particularly of relation- 
ships between social 
classes. “The history of 
the world hitherto,” 
gays the first line of 
The Communist 
Manifesto, “is the his- 
tory of class conflict.” 


These social classes relate to each 
other dialectically being opposed to 
and dependent on each other at the 
same time. Ultimately the tension 
produces revolutionary conditions 
that overthrow the old social order, 
and move history 
closer to the 
most rational and 
human society, 
true communism. 


y 
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However, history does not work itself 
out in terms of some abstract men- 
tal force called “Reason,” but in 
terms of concrete material action on 
the social and natural worlds, what 
Marx calls “praxis.” Unlike Hegel's 
dialectical reason, which can 
grasp history but not 
alter it, Marx’s revo- 
lutionary praxis cre- 
ates history. 
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In a certain sense, Sartre returns to Hegel. 

~ Dialectical reason provides a 

f way of understanding how 

human beings structure 

themselves historically, but 

it does not do so only 

» from the point of view of 

the exterior of events, 

as does analytical, 

» mathematical, sci- 
— 2. =’ entific reasoning; it 

grasps them n from the perspective of the agents themselves by 

finding the outer in the inner and the inner in the outer. In dialec- 

tical reason the subject discovers herself both in her freedom and 

in the necessity of her fate. She understands that her actions 

are her own and yet that they are alienated from her. 


(“Alienation” was one 
of the favorite top- 
ics of the young 
Marx, who was 
interested in the 
ways one’s labor is 
snatched away from 
one by a hostile eco- 
nomic system and turned 
against one as an alien agent.) In 
dialectical reasoning she is able 
to say, “This is what | have done 
of my own free will, but this is 
not what | wanted.” Here, as in 
Hegel, dialectical reason is the 
realization of a kind of “totaliza- 
tion,” but one, as in Marx, that allows 
it to become part of revolutionary 
praxis. Thinking dialectically, for 
Sartre, does not simply happen 

after the fact, but is itself the 
motive for further praxis. 


(UHO ARE 
VouP 
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TOTALIZATION 


“Totalization,’ for Sartre, is both the 


5 name of an aspect of dialectical reason 
F and the name of a feature of histo- 
ry. In the latter sense it is 
the bringing together 
of apparently dis- 
roy parate acts and 


pals events into a gyn- 


It i6 the fact ZA (THIS 15 VERY MUCH LIKE 
that any given zy WHAT SARTRE HAD SAID IN 
“aothit ik ate Y BEING AND NOTHINGNESS 
pe Hie lll Z ABOUT INDIVIDUAL HUMAN 
lar history is the AVY ACTIONS—THAT EACH ONE 
summation of that whole Y OF THEM EXPRESSED THE 
history up to that point ee ne 


and expresses it all. 


In volume Il of the Critique, Sartre develops this idea with the 
careful analysis of a boxing match staged in Faris sometime in 
the 1950's. He will try to show 
how the individual praxis of each 
boxer derives from a larger his- 
torical totalization and how it 
adds to that totalization—that 
is, how it participates in the cre- 
ation of history while being a 
_| product of history. This particu- 
| lar match only makes sense by 
being related to all other boxing 
_ | matches everywhere, and in fact 
‘| to boxing as a whole. It summa- 
rizes the whole of boxing by 
exemplifying its hierarchical 
structure and either confirming or modifying the particulars of 
that structure by producing a champ and a loser. 129 
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And because 
¢ boxing is the 
public incarna- 
tion of social 
~ “, violence, all the 
spectators are 
complicitous in 
, It, as well as in 
the structure 
of exploitation 
that it also 
incarnates. 
Boxing is a cap- 
COMPLICITY italistic enter- 
prise whose 
laborers are usually recruited from the working 
class. These young boxers have been formed in a 
violent world of scarcity,and they are enticed to 
turn their violence against each other. These 
exploited workers fight each other because they 
have not learned to fight their exploiters. 


Then how do these two opposing figures unintentionally collabo- 
rate to move history ahead? Indeed, how do any two individuals or 
any two groups unintentionally cooperate to advance history? If 
there is no God, and there are no Laws of History to direct histo- 
ry and bestow meaning upon it, how can history have a meaning? 
Or, in Sartre’s language, 


HOW CAN THERE BE ’A 
TOTALIZATION WITHOUT A 
TOTALIZER’? 


ee 


SSS 
eo 


It is this question that Sartre apparently was finally unable to 
answer, and perhaps it was this failure that caused him to aban- 
don the Critique. 


But he didn’t fail for lack of trying! 


And in his attempt he developed some interesting theories con- 
cerning the formation of social groups and the phenomenon of 
Stalinism in the U.S.S.R. We will finish our overview of Sartre's 
work by looking at these. 


Sartre's phenotnerological 
existentialism had adopted 
the position of Descartes’ 
COGITO; that is, the per- 
spective on the waria fram 
the point of view of the 
individual subject. Much of 
Sartre's earlier work hae 
Deen an attempt to explaln 
how an “!" was possible. 
But he had also asked the 
harder question, how is a 
“WE” possible? 


Wy, 
Af 


In Being and Nothingess it was 
possible only through the 


objectification by Others. 
Sartre continues to develop 
this idea in the Critique. 


COLLECTIVES 


There are roughly three kinds of “we's” discussed by Sartre, 
three kinds of “collectives:” “series,” “groups,” ard “the ves~ 
tiges of groups.” 


(A) SERIES 

A series is a 
collective that 
is created by 
some fact or 
force external 
to it. Sartre’s 
most well- 
Known cage is 
one he observes 
as he sits at 
an outdoor 
table at the 
Caté Deux 
Maggots on the Boulevard St. Germain-des-Prés—a line of peo- 
ple waiting for a bus. What unifies them is the need for public 
transportation, namely, the bus. These people have no other “We- 
ness” than this need, and in fact have only a semi-awareness of 
each other. 


Additional examples of seriality are 
people in different homes listening to 
the same radio broadcast, or all 
those people buying the same product 
in different stores. Their common 
denominator is an otherness that 
organizes the series, and in some of 
these cases the individual member 
may be totally unaware of the other 
members of the series. These kinds of 
collectives can be easily manipulated 
by the external force that organizes 


them. 18g 


(B) Groups A genuine group has a common praxis 
that unites it. There are 
\, two kinds of these: 
i, & the “fused group” 
3 (aq and the “sworn 


oy XG zy group.” 
p Z 
Y Z THE FUSED GROUP: 


a 


Gg When in 1789 the 
eZ: Parisian mob vented its 


rage against the King of 
France by storming the 

Bastille—a prison that was a hated 
symbol of oppression—they created a genuine “we,” but it could 
last only as long as the passion that united them. 


THE SWORN GROUP: A group may have gained 
its goal by vanquishing an enemy or overcoming 
an obstacle. But when the enemy or obstacle 
is gone, what holds them together? An OATH 
can create this solidarity. However, in taking an 
oath, | invite the group to punish or kill me if | 
break the oath, and therefore a new fear is 
introduced—not one coming in from outside, 
but fear of thé group 
itself. This 
“we? 

then, is 
pro- 
duced 
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The third kind of collective is 
(C) VESTIGE OF A GROUP. 


pl) 
ONG REPUBLICAN? 


ANNUAL pep RAY 


Here the group has 
lost its original 
motive, and the 
oath no longer has 
its original meaning. 
The group has sunk 
into a form of iner- 
tia that holds it 
together. A political 
party or a religion 
that has evolved 
away from the pas- 
gion and radical- 
ness of its mes- 
sgianic origins would 
be examples. 
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Praxis is meant to dominate the material world, but it is not 
uncommon for the relation to be inverted, and then matter 
becomes alienated from the praxis and dominates it. Each praxis 
involves both chance and freedom, but it produces an institutional 
format that becomes what Sartre calls “THE PRACTICO-INERT,” 
that is, a historical weight that dictates future praxis. This “practi- 
co-inert,” then, is meant to eliminate chance from praxis. 


, (For example, the formats for 
succession of monarchs and 
presidents is meant to elimi- 
_ hate the chance of civil war 
j upon the death of national 

leaders.) But it also ends up 
limiting freedom, and in fact 
can enslave the agents of 

4 praxis. Furthermore, the “prac- 

Pa tico-inert” always produces 

~ gome results that were unin- 
be tended by the agents of the origi- 
nal praxis, and even ends up 
changing the agents themselves. 


THE KING 1S DEAD. 


13% 


In fact, a massive section of Volume Il 
of the Critique is dedicated to an 
analysis of Stalin’s rise to power and 

to addressing the 
question of 


whether: 


Stalinism 
represents 
historical progress or historical fail- 
ure. Despite Sartre's generally sympa- 
thetic treatment of Stalin, he is 

unable to answer that question by the 
end of his book.) 
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THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION 
AND STALINISM 


Thé original Bolshevik Revolution tried to liberate 
the laboring masses so they could control thelr 
own labor, But the world into which the 
Revolution erupted was dangerous, being an 
énemy to radical change, and scarcity reigned in 
Russia, Therefore, before the revolutionary lead- 
ers coulda achieve their goal, they had to create 
the rhachinery of productivity. Russia hae to be 
thodernizéd, This tieant that a generation of 
workers would have to be oppressed In the name 
of thelr own liberation. Provisional structures to 
implement this wers created (the ‘practico- 
inert”), but thase hierarchies of power inevitably 
became absorbed by the leaders who imposed 
them, changing the leaders, and necéssarily 
diverting the Revolution from ite orginal goals. 


(For Sartre, Soviet oppression in the name of future humanity is better 
than capitalist oppression in the name of profit.) But the leaders them- 
selves fell into subgroups. Stalin feared that the Revolution might fail by 
becoming too abstract and intellectual. Sartre says that Stalin, unlike 
Trotsky, lacked the education to appreciate the theoretical aspects of 
Marxism, but also, unlike Trotsky, who had spent his adult life exiled from 
Russia, Stalin was close to the Russian masses. Stalin’s successful motto 
in his opposition to Trotsky was “SOCIALISM IN ONE COUNTRY” According 
to Sartre, this slogan was a “monstrosity” that constituted a deviation 
from the original goals of worldwide revolution, but it triumphed because 


only possibility 
Marxism’s” claim of 
<—leg) 
(iQ abu ; 
yal Bir expense of human 
< — wo 
Nn e: : (> , 7 71 . WV on M C 
wal yn be taken, and Stalin 
\ XK 


the Revolution had to deviate or collapse. 

It chose the detour of deviation, and “Stalin is 

vs the man of this detour” Stalin was not the 

(Sartre never suc- 
cumbs to “rigidified 
Wi (Rae A historical necessi- 

a “4 ENC ee My. ty at the total 

fz 2 freedom), but cer- 
se ain steps needed to 
rh ue could take them better 

' than anyone else. 


Stalin made terrible 
errors—so terrible that 
Sartre wonders if Stalin 
really was the man history 
needed at that momert. 
Ferhaps “the man history 
needed” simply didn’t exist 
(just in the same way that 
such a man did not exist 
after the French 
Revolution, when history 
needed a man of peace, but 
got Napoleon). 
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Of course, we know the answer that Sartre could not have known 
then. We have seen the collapse of the U.9.5.R. and with it the 
apparent collapse of the Revolution. In fact, ten years after writ- 
ing Volume II of the Critique, Sartre himself said: 


othe machine are be re ll ei 
the pe les o¢ Eastern Europ 


seize hold of it and destrey jt 
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BN = Being and Nothingness. Trans. Hazel Barnes. New York: 
Washington Square Press, 1992. 


EHE = Existentialism and Human Emotions. Trans. Bernard 
Frechtman and Hazel Barnes. New York: Citadel Press, 1977. 


N= Nausea. Trans. Lloyd Alexander. New York: New Directions, 
1964. 
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GLOSSARY 


(An asterisk” marks terms that can be cross-referenced in the glossary.) 


ABANDONMENT. Sartre's term designating the consequence of individuation. A sensation 
of metaphysical isolation according to which each individual subject must ulti- 
mately fall back on its own resources. 


ABSURDITY. Sartre’s term for the fact that nothing can rationalize existence. Nothing in 
or beyond being can explain being’s prescence. 


AGNOSTICISM. Deriving from the Greek term for ignorance. The claim that we do not or 
cannot know whether God exists. 


AGREGATION. An examination in the French academic system. Those who pags it are given 
the top ranking in the competition for jobs in higher education. 


ALIENATION. A term in the theories of G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) and Karl Marx (1818-1683) 
designating a state of divided selfhood in which one is distanced from one’s true 
being and confronts one’s own self as an alien being. 


ANGUISH. The vertiginous sensation of groundlessness experienced when the contingency” 
or freedom” of action reveals itself to consciousness. 


ATHEISM. The denial of, or disbelief in, the existence of a supreme being, God. 


BAD FAITH. Sartre's term for self-deception, the paradoxical state of lying to oneself, 
involving an impossible attempt at a flight from freedom, responsibility and 
anguish. 


BEING-FOR-ITSELF. Sartre’s name for exclusively human existence—a form of conscious- 
ness which is open-ended to the past, present and future. A form of conscious 
ness that entertains itself as possibility 
rather than as terminal fact. 


BEING-FOR-OTHERS. When | discover that the 
gaze of the other has transformed me 
into his or her object, | have discovered 
my “being-for-others.” 


BEING-IN-ITSELF. Sartre’s name for non-human 
reality as it is prior to human interven- 
tion in it. 


BEING-IN-ITSELF-FOR-ITSELF. An impossible form of being usually attributed to God. A 
fullness of being and at the same time an emptiness waiting to be filled; a com- 
plete determiniom* and a complete freedom.” 
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BEING-IN-THE-MIDST-OF-THE-WORLD. The 
form of bad faith* in which one chooses one- 
self merely as inert presence, as a “thing” 
among other things, as “being-in-itself”™ 
rather than as “being-for-itself”* 


BEING-IN-THE-WORLD. The mode of choosing 
ourselves as real beings, manifested in our 
actions, thoughts, beliefs, aspirations and 
meanings. 


BRACKETING. See “EPOCHE”” 


CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE. Immanuel Kant’s 
(1724-1804) principal moral commandment enjoining humans to perform only those 
actions that could be “universalized” (that is, performed by every person without 
contradiction). From this it followed, Kant believed, that it was immoral to use oth- 
ers for our own designs without taking their humanity into consideration. 


CAUSALITY. A term designating relationships of cause and effect between events, where the 
cause necessarily” produces the effect. Determinists* assert that only causality 
exists. 


COGITO ERGO SUM. Latin for “I think, therefore | am,” the centerpiece of the philosophy of 
René Descartes (1596-1650), according to which this proposition establishes the 
absolute certainty required as foundation for the construction of a correct theory 
of knowledge. 


COLD WAR, THE. The political, economic and philosophical antagonism developed between 
the Western capitalistic states (American and European) and the Soviet Union 
and its satellites after the termination of World War Il. 


COLLECTIVE. Sartre’s term for any organization capable of grounding the concept of a plu- 
rality of unified individuals; i.e., the concept “we.” 


COMMUNISM. The form of socialism* advocated by Karl Marx (1818-1883) which equates 
the destiny of the human race with the destiny of the working class, whose inter- 
ests will eventually triumph due to the mechanics of the dialectical” laws of histo- 
ry, producing the abolition of private property, and liberating humankind from 
scarcity, exploitation and alienation.” 


CONCEPTS. General ideas that represent that which all members of a class have in com- 
mon — an idea designating an essence. 


CONTINGENCY. The opposite of necessity," a term covering both randomness and freedom.* 
DETERMINISM. The view that only necessity” exists. Usually, the view that there is no free- 
dom,” or if freedom exists, it must be defined in such a way as to be compatible 


with necessity. 
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DIALECTIC. THE. A term in the social theory of Karl Marx (1818-1883), borrowed from the 
philosophy of G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) and modified to designate the fact that 
history progresses by resolving the contradictions between the opposing forces 
that make up any historical period (theses and antitheses) through revolutionary 
action (a synthesis). Algo, in both Hegel and Marx, a scientific methodology in 
which socio-historical facts are analyzed in terms of their relationships of opposi- 
tion to and dependency upon other socio-historical facts. 


EGO; THE: In’Freuidian psychoanalysis,” the name of the rational, mostly conscious, social 
aspect of the psyche, as contrasted with the “id”* and the “superego.” Also, a 
term sometimes used by Sartre, interchangeable with the terms “self? “I,” and 


meé. 


of Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) designating the 
eria of interpretation and judgement of psychical 


EPOCHE. A term in the phenom 
: “abi of Se a 


Nietzsche (1844-1900), accordl 
view entails the assertion that the 
phrase is meant to designate charac 
the determinant of our actions is our Freedom,” 


own existentialism,” rejecting the Freudian. ers Oo 
replacing it with the idea of “bad faith,” these ak fort 
the analysand. 


FACTICITY. Those features of being-in-itself* about which being or-i a 
Those features of reality that resist freedom’s * desire to tranefo 
possibility. 


FIGURE. A term from phenomenological* theory of perception, designating those features 
of consciousness created by “attention” and “focus.” The opposite of “ground.”* 


FREEDOM. A “free” action is one for which the necessary” and sufficient conditions of that 
action do not exist in the events preceding the action, rather the action is the 
product of a decision among genuine alternatives. 

FUNDAMENTAL PROJECT. See “ORIGINAL PROJECT.” 

FUSED GROUP Sartre’s term for a “collective”* organized by a spontaneous common social 


goal or aspiration. 
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GROUND. A phenomenological" term designating the opposite of “figure.”* That which serves 
as the backdrop of figure and makes it possible. 


HOMOPHOBIA. The fear of homosexuality, and consequent hatred of it. 


ID. In Freudian psychoanalysis,” the name given to the mostly unconscious* anti-social, 
“animal” self, containing the primitive sexual and aggressive drives. 


INCARNATION. Sartre’s term designating the fact that “universals,” having no existence of 
their own, exist only in particular manifestations (e.g., there is no such thing as 
Boxing in general, yet each particular boxing match exhibits the features of all box- 
ing matches.). 


INITIAL PROJECT. See “ORIGINAL PROJECT.” 


MARXISM. The philosophical, sociological, and political stance of the followers of Karl Marx 
(1818-1883), according to which (a) human beings are the products of their socio- 
economic history, (b) that history follows the laws of the “dialectic” (i.e., class 
warfare), and (c) the paradoxical outcome of economic history is the liberation 
from economic history, and the advent of true socialism.” 


NECESSARY BEING. A being that could not not exist, a being whose non-existence would 
entail a logical self-contradiction. The rationalists conception of God. 


NECESSITY. The relation in logic of strict entailment, or in ontology,” of strict causality. (If 
X entails or causes Y, then Y cannot fail to be the cage if X is the case.) 


NEUROSIS. A term from psychoanalysis* designating a kind of unconscious mental conflict 
that produces for the agent, a painful and self-destructive but nevertheless plea- 


surable “solution” to an emotional or psychological conflict. 


NON-BEING. See “NOTHINGNESS.” 


NOTHINGNESS. The absence of being, a hole in being, a space of 
non-existence whose very “being” allows for possibility, 
i.é., allows for freedom.” 


ONTOLOGY. Theory of being, theory of reality. 


ORIGINAL PROJECT. The fundamental choice of “ being-in-the- 
world”* that each of us makes in every action that we 
perform. 


PHENOMENOLOGICAL SUSPENSION. See “EPOCHE.” 


PHENOMENOLOGY. Literally, “ the study of appearances,” but in the philosophy of Edmund 
Husgerl (1859-1938), a method of analyzing the structure and content of con- 
sciousness, leading to the conclusion that such an analysis must be prior to and 
involved in the analysis of any other human endeavor (such as the practice of 
“common sense,” science or art). 
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PLENUM. A fullness of being; being with no nothingness.* 


POST-STRUCTURALISM. A radicalization of the theory of structuralism,* according to which 
the “structures” discovered by the structuralist theorists prove to be unstable 
and shifting, in such a way that the universalism of structuralism is reduced to a 
form of extreme relativism. 


PRACTICO-INERT, THE. Sartre’s term for the byproduct of any praxis,” which in turn 
becomes a precedent, a formulaic format for future praxis, and therefore both pro- 
motes that praxis, and also limits its spontaneity and creativity. 


PRAXIS. Karl Marx’s (1818-1883) name for human action, which for him is a form of creativi- 
ty in which people express their productive potential (unless the process is sub- 
verted through the alienation* of labor). 


PRINCIPLE OF SUFFICIENT REASON, THE. The principle of rationality in the philosophy of 
Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716), according to which there exists the logical possibility 
of demonstrating the reason (cause or explanation) for every event or fact in exis- 
tence. The opposite of “absurdity.” 


PSYCHOANALYSIS. The name of the theory of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) that studies 
individuals and cultures by explaining mental and social phenomena in terms of the 
dynamics between the unconscious* and the conscious mind. Algo the name of the 
psychotheraphy based on that theory. 


PURE EGO. The term in the phenomenology* of Edmund Husgerl (1859-1938) designating 
the ultimate subject that performs the “epoché.”* 


RADICAL CONVERSION. The permanent possibility that each of us has in each moment of 
our lives of rejecting our “original project” for a different form of “being-in-the- 
world.”* 


RATIONALISM. The philosophical view that (a) everything in reality is logically consistent 
with everything else in reality, and (b) the view that this logical consistency can be 
grasped by the human mind, because (c) the human mind reflects the logical struc- 
ture of reality. 


REFLECTED CONSCIOUSNESS. Thoughts about thoughts. A philosophical mode of con- 
sciousness. 


SERIES. Sartre’s term for a “collective”* organized by some common need that unifies a 
group artificially, but does not provide a genuine common social aspiration. 


SITUATION. The individual instances of the world that is created by the free choices and 
actions of “being-for-itself”™* 


SOCIALISM. The political view (shared by Karl Marx [1818-1883] and Jean-Paul Sartre, 
among others) according to which the wealth of a society is the product of a com- 
mon social effort and must be distributed fairly among all social agents in a man- 
ner recognizing the common effort of all. 
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STRUCTURALISM. A conception of social reality according to which the content of social 
meanings is reduced to the structure of social relationships. Associated primarily 
with Claude Lévi-Strauss (b. 1908), the French anthropologist, who coined the 
term. 


SUPERFLUITY (or SUPERFLUOUSNESS). Sartre’s term designating the excessiveness, the 
lack of necessity" of all being. 


SWORN GROUP. THE. Sartre's term for a collective* organized by a specific commitment or 
a contractual agreement. 


SYLLOGISM. A form of logical argument first identified by Aristotle (384-322 B.C.), 
wherein a conclusion follows necessarily from two premises. 


THEISM. The belief in or claim to knowledge of the existence of a supreme being, God. 


THEORETICAL ENTITIES. Fosited beings which cannot be “constructed” from nor reduced to 
observable facts, yet are parts of theories whose function is to rationalize 
observable facts (e.g., “electrons,” which cannot be observed, but which, if they had 
the properties ascribed to them, would explain certain factual data which will be 
otherwise unexplained). 


TOTALIZATION. Sartre's term for (a) the fact that every historical moment is a product of 
and contains traces of all the moments leading up to it, and (b) the feature of 
dialectical* reason that acknowledges and understands events in terms of their 
relationship to all the other events and processes involved in them. 


TRANSCENDENCE. A mental act in which consciousness projects itself beyond itself, 
refers to and establishes relations with entities that are other than itself. Or, 
human activity, which projects being-for-itself* beyond itself. 


UNCONSCIOUS, THE. A term from psychoanalysis* designat- 
ing desires, impulses, and intentions that 
motivate the individual but which are 
unknown or misunderstood by the indi- 
vidual. 


UNREFLECTED CONSCIOUSNESS. 
Consciousness that has ao its 
object something other than 
itself (¢.g., thoughts about a 
tree, rather than thoughts 
about thinking about a tree). Our 
normal, everyday, practical mode 
of consciousness. 
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artre For Beginners is an accessible yet sophisticated 
introduction to the life and works of the famous French 
philosopher, Jean Paul Sartre. Sartre was a member of 
the French underground during World War II, a novelist, 
a playwright, and a major influence in French political and 


intellectual life. 

The book opens with a biographical section, 
introducing the significant events in the life of the 
man who coined the term “existentialism.” 

Then it examines Sartre’s early philosophical 
works. Ideas from Sartre’s other fictional and 
CHENOMENDLOCY dramatic works are discussed, but the greatest part 
of the book is the presentation of the main concepts 
from Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943). These 
ideas include the topics of consciousness, freedom, 
responsibility, absurdity, “bad faith,” 
authenticity, and the hellish confrontation 
with other people. 

Finally, the book deals with Sartre’s 
modification of his earlier existentialism to 
complement his conversion to a kind of 
“existential” Marxism. 

Sartre For Beginners summarizes the 
work of the most renown philosopher of 
the 20th century. 
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